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Introduction 


Buddhist Monasticism 

The monastic tradition of Buddhism is probably the oldest in 
the world, and has certainly been the most widespread, both 
geographically and culturally. The traditional dates for the 
Buddha given in Western scholarship are c.566-486 B.C.^; 
the order he founded has existed for two and a half thousand 
years. Although by the medieval period the Buddhist mon¬ 
astic order had all but disappeared from India, by that time it 
had been established in almost every other part of Asia. 
During the centuries following the Buddha's death various 
different "schools" of Buddhism arose; this book describes 
the ideal monastic life envisaged by one of them, the Thera- 
vada or "Way of the Elders These ideals are preserved in 
the Pali canonical texts and commentaries and have been 
followed in India from the ancient to early medieval periods 
(a small modern presence remains in Bengal, and, by recent 
reintroduction, in Nepal); in Sri Lanka (formerly Ceylon) 
from the third century B.C.; and in mainland Southeast Asia 
(what are now Burma, Thailand, Laos and Cambodia) from 
medieval times until the present day. Alas, the twentieth 
century has not been kind to Buddhism: modem govern¬ 
ments in mainland China, Tibet, Vietnam, North Korea, 
Laos and Cambodia have attempted either to destroy the 
religion altogether or at least put very severe restrictions on 
the institutional possibilities for practicing it. 

As Dr. Wijayaratna explains in Chapter 1, the Buddha and 
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his disciples are said to have been one of a number of groups 
of religious mendicants in ancient India; Buddhist texts call 
such a group a gam, and each had its garjdcariya, "group 
teacher" or "leader." It might have been the Buddha's slightly 
older contemporary Mahavira, the founder of Jainism, who 
was the first to convert such a group into a monastic Commu¬ 
nity {sahgha) by means of a codified Monastic Rule; but Jain 
tradition holds that its earliest texts have been lost, and we 
cannot recover the precise chronology and nature of the ear¬ 
liest Jain monasticism. Buddhist texts say that the Buddha 
first established the Community of monks; later, apparently 
with reluctance and after the intercession of his faithful com¬ 
panion Ananda, he granted the wish of his aunt and foster- 
mother Mahapajapatl and established the Community of 
nuns. We know from inscriptions and texts that the order of 
nuns existed in India and elsewhere in South Asia until the 
medieval period, but it seems to have died out then.^ In 
Buddhist monastic law, the ordination of any new nuns re¬ 
quires the presence of a number of other properly ordained 
monks and nuns. In different Theravada countries at diflferent 
times, the order of monks has sometimes declined so much 
that there have not been enough properly ordained monks to 
continue ordaining new members; but the ordination lineage 
has been reestablished with the help of monks from other 
countries. This did not happen with the order of nuns. Al¬ 
though subsequently there have been women following what 
Dr. Wijayaratna calls "the path of inner progress," their status 
in both monastic and civil law has been that of laypersons who 
practice an extended version of lay Buddhist ethics by follow¬ 
ing eight or ten Precepts rather than the usual five.'* Thus 
while the Monastic Rule for nuns is extant in the texts, as are 
many stories about individual nuns, unless and until some 
way is found to reestablish the nun's Community in 
Theravada countries, these texts are of historical interest only, 
and do not provide an actual code of behavior for women 
Buddhists today. For this reason, although in this book Dr. 
Wijayaratna often writes about the nuns and their rules, this 
aspect of the subject is not so thoroughly explored as are the 
ideals for monks.^ 
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Theravada Buddhist literature^ 

The texts used by Dr. Wijayaratna are all in Pali, and fall into 
two groups, the Canon and the commentaries. The Canon is 
divided into three "baskets" (pitaka): that of the Monastic 
Rule or Disciplinary Code (Vinaya-pitaka), the Discourses or 
Sermons of the Buddha (Sutta-pitaka), and the systematic 
psychological and philosophical texts of "Further Doctrine" 
{Abhidhamma-pitaka). These texts were at first preserved or¬ 
ally; all Buddhist schools speak of a number of Councils or 
"Communal Recitations" (sahgiti) said to have taken place in 
the first few centuries of Buddhist history; unfortunately, 
these accounts are for the most part mutually incompatible. 
The Theravada version holds that the first two "baskets" 
were recited at the first council, held immediately after the 
Buddha's death, while the third was finally closed at a third 
council held under Emperor Asoka in the third century B.C. 
It is also held that the tradition of commentarial works was 
begun at an early period (indeed the Canon itself contains 
material of the commentarial genre); the mission sent out by 
A^oka to introduce Buddhism to Ceylon is said to have 
brought with it both Canon and commentaries. Both kinds of 
"text" were still preserved orally, until they were written 
down for the first time in the latter part of the first century 
B.C.; at some point, presumably before this, the commen¬ 
taries were translated into the contemporary language of 
Ceylon (Sinhala). The commentarial works extant, however, 
date from a later period; those used in this book are at¬ 
tributed to two great Indian scholar-monks, Buddhaghosa 
and Dhammapala, in the fifth and sixth centuries A.D. Both 
of these authors state, however, that they were basing their 
Pali commentaries very closely on earlier texts preserved by 
the monastic lineage in Ceylon named after its main monas¬ 
tery in Anuradhapura, the Mahavihara. 

Dr. Wijayaratna draws most of his data from the Vinaya- 
and Sutta-pitakas, with occasional use of the commentaries on 
them. The Vimya has two main sections, called Sutta-Vib- 
hahga and Khandhaka, along with a third and probably later 
appendix called Parivdra. The Sutta-Vibhahga contains the Pa- 
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timokkha, which is the basic list of rules for monks (227) and 
nuns (311), embedded in a text made up of stories — particu¬ 
larly of the circumstances that led to the Buddha's promulga¬ 
tion of each rule — and an old word-by-word commentary on 
each rule. The organisation of the rules is explained and 
discussed in Chapter 8; the Pdtimokkha itself is recited in an 
important monastic ceremony which takes place on the days 
of the full and new moon, called Uposatha (see Chapter 7, pp. 
123-24). The Khandhaka has two parts, the Mahdvagga and 
Cullavagga, which contain a variety of materials arranged the¬ 
matically, including parts of the Buddha's biography, various 
rules and observances (such as "On Robe Material" and "On 
Medicines"), stories of monks in different areas, and accounts 
of the founding of the nuns' Order and of the first two Coun¬ 
cils. The Sutta-pitaka contains five collections of texts, each 
known as a Nikdya. The first four (Digha, Majjhima, Saniyutta, 
and Ahguttara) contain discourses arranged in accordance 
with their length and/or subject matter, most of which are 
attributed to the Buddha. The fifth (Khuddaka) is a mis¬ 
cellaneous collection of texts, some clearly early, others clearly 
late; of particular importance to Dr. Wijayaratna's account, 
especially in Chapter 1 on the members of the earliest Com¬ 
munity, are the poems attributed to monks and nuns, the 
Theragdthd and Therigdthd, and the stories collected in Dham- 
mapala's commentary on them. 


How Reliable are the Texts? 

It seems to me useful to divide Theravada Buddhist history 
into three periods; these chronological layers are not, ob¬ 
viously, to be taken as separate realities in actual history, but 
simply reflect the different kinds of evidence which are avail¬ 
able to us.^ The first or "early" period lasts from the time of 
the Buddha (whenever that was) to that of Asoka. Some of 
Asoka's inscriptions mention Greek kings, whom we can 
date with confidence, and so his reign, c.268-239 B.C., pro¬ 
vides the first really secure historical data we have for Bud- 
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dhism, and indeed for any ancient Indian history. We have 
no evidence of any kind which can be dated before Asoka; 
we must make inferences from his inscriptions, from the 
texts (whose extant form is due to the later period), and 
perhaps also from the material remains of later times. From 
the time of Asoka onwards, in the second or "middle" peri¬ 
od, in addition to an increasingly large amount of textual 
materials, we have inscriptions, paintings, sculptures and 
other material remains to supplement and on occasion cor¬ 
rect what the texts tell us. Neither material remains nor texts 
- which include sources in indigenous languages other than 
Pali - are as extensive as those to which historiographers of 
the classical or medieval West apply their skills, but they still 
provide the basis for writing history in a straightforward 
sense (not that this is ever easy, of course). The third of 
"modem" period refers to those recent centuries in which 
we have first-hand reports from western travelers, officials of 
imperial governments, anthropologists and others, as well 
as the modern records kept by indigenous rulers and bureau¬ 
cracies. The first work of this period is the still useful account 
by the English sailor Robert ^ox of his enforced sojourn in 
Ceylon from 1659-79 (reprinted in Knox 1956-7). In very 
recent times the study of Theravada Buddhism has been 
particularly rich in ethnographies and modern histories writ¬ 
ten by both western and indigenous observers. 

How far is it possible to use the extant texts as evidence for 
the early period? Obviously, we cannot conclude that be¬ 
cause something is not described in the texts, it could not 
have happened; but this kind of argument will never estab¬ 
lish anything positively. The question is: what use can we 
make of what the texts do tell us? Let me start by quoting 
two leading contemporary scholars of Theravada. Richard 
Gombrich, in a review of the French version of this book, 
wrote: 

It is a modest, straightforward account of what the Pali 
Canon tells us of how Buddhist monks and nuns were sup¬ 
posed to live. Oddly enough, no such account has been pub¬ 
lished before. Most authors who have written on the Sangha 
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have concerned themselves largely with the Buddha's doc¬ 
trine and monastic spirituality, giving pride of place to the 
inner life. Sukumar Dutt's admirable pioneering work was an 
attempt to write an early history of the Sangha, relating it to its 
antecedents and speculating on its development; scholars 
have tended to accept most of his conclusions without going 
back to the evidence . . . Dr. Wijayaratna is content to give us 
a synchronic picture . . . [He] refuses to discuss chronology 
or stratification, but takes the canonical account at face value 
(without, however, saying that he believes it). I find his ap¬ 
proach fruitful. What he has shown is that the sources are 
predominantly consistent. Whether they go back to the Bud¬ 
dha is of course another matter; but when one has read this 
book it is no longer possible to maintain that the Pali Vinaya 
and Sutta Pitakas are a hotchpotch of material drawn from 
several centuries.® 

Heinz Bechert, in the bibliography to a brief overview article 
on the Buddhist monastic Community, writes: "unfortunate¬ 
ly, the existing monographs on the early Samgha are of lim¬ 
ited use only, because their authors, who have not under¬ 
stood the rules of Vinaya as a legal system, concentrate on 
historical aspects and often propose problematic theories." 
He also mentions Sukumar Dutt's work as an example of 
this.^ 

Neither of these two writers, nor I, wish to belittle Dutt's 
contribution to the subject; on the contrary, his books remain 
important and helpful, and deal with many more topics than 
can be discussed here. But it is useful to take his work as an 
example of a general principle: if scholarship is to advance, it 
is impossible to rely on such secondary sources as if they have 
established once and for all the truth about their subject. We 
must always go back to the primary sources. To exemplify the 
point, let me take one aspect of Dutt's most important and 
influential speculation, concerning the nature and evolution 
of the earliest Sangha. Dutt first proposed his account specifi¬ 
cally as "a theory," indeed a "very bold" one, but over the 
years it has assumed the role of a received wisdom.Al¬ 
though he acknowledges (1962, p. 57) that "in the Vinaya- 
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pitaka the Bhikkhu-sahgha appears not as a body of wanderers 
but as a settled cenobitical society," he argues that this was a 
development from an original stage where "settled life in a 
monastery is not contemplated at all, and the ideal life for a 
Bhikkhu is set out to be a free, unsocial, eremitical one" (1960, 
p. 112). In support of this he cites the well-known phrase used 
by the Buddha when sending out the first sixty monks to 
preach, "let not two of you go the same way" (Vin I 21). For 
Dutt, "the eremitical ideal indicated here ... [is] a life of 
solitude and hardship" (1960, p. 112). It was, in his view, the 
Rainy Season Retreat, when monks stayed together in one 
place for the three or four months' duration of the monsoon 
season, which was the turning point "from wandering to 
settled life." But as Dr. Wijayaratna explains in Chapter 2, 
what the texts actually contain is more complex: while they do 
say that moving from place to place was an important part of 
the early Community's lifestyle, they also say that the Buddha 
accepted a park donated as a residence by King Bimbisara of 
Magadha very soon after his Enlightenment and founding of 
the Order. This park was on the outskirts of the town of 
Rajagaha, and was specifically chosen as somewhere neither 
too far from nor too close to lay society. When members of the 
Community traveled, they usually went from one such park 
or monastery to another. Similarly, in the story of the first 
institution of the Rainy Season Retreat (see pp. 19ff. below), 
the text does not tell us that all monks and nuns were always 
traveling, continuing throughout the monsoon, but only that 
some monks in one place (Rajagaha) did so on one occasion, 
and were criticised for it. The injunction to travel alone forms 
part of an injunction to travel and spread the Teaching "for the 
good of the many. . . . out of compassion for the world" (cited 
on p. 19 and elsewhere in this book); in the context it ob¬ 
viously means that the original small band of monks, on their 
first journey, should split up to cover as much ground as 
possible, without wasting manpower. It says nothing about a 
general mode of life prescribed for all monks all of the time. 
Thus Dr. Wijayaratna's conclusion seems to me impeccable, 
and describes what the texts actually contain rather than the 
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"history" which Dutt (and others) have presumed to read 
from them: although "some scholars think that the institution 
of the Rainy Season Retreat served as a bridge between two 
periods in the history of the Buddhist monkhood: wandering 
and sedentary life . . . we are not dealing here with a trans¬ 
formation, nor with two different stages; the institution of the 
Retreat served rather to connect two different styles of life" (p. 
21 below). 

Both before and after the adoption of the Rains Retreat by 
Buddhism (which was already the practice of other ascetic 
groups), members of the sahgha lived both itinerant and sed¬ 
entary lives. In the earliest "missionary" days, most monks 
are said to have traveled constantly to spread the Buddha's 
message; but they are also said to have stayed in one place 
for periods of time. Apart from those who were ill or old (see 
p. 30), the practical details of monastic organization required 
some members of the Order to remain in monasteries and 
other residences of the Community (see, for example. Chap¬ 
ters 2, 3 and 4 on the appointment of monks to oversee the 
assigning of lodgings, robes and food). In fact, to accept the 
myth of a transition "from eremitical to cenobitical life" is, as 
the Christian terminology shows, to impose on Buddhist 
monastic history categories derived from the received wis¬ 
dom about the Chrisrian tradition - which is itself equally 
legendary and unhistorical.^^ jhe word "eremitical," like 
"hermit," derives from a Greek term used to refer to the fact 
of living in places away from normal human habitation, nota¬ 
bly the deserts and mountains of Egypt and other areas in 
what is now called the Middle East; "cenobitical" means hav¬ 
ing a "shared" or "common life," and is used to describe 
those who lived together under a Monastic Rule. Since some 
(but by no means all) of the Christian "dwellers in the wil¬ 
derness" lived alone for some or all of the time, the eremitical 
life came to be contrasted in that tradition with the ceno¬ 
bitical. (The question of solitude in Buddhist monasticism is 
discussed in Chapter 7.) But this opposition is not that be¬ 
tween traveling and remaining in one place; in fact most of 
the "Desert Fathers" in early Christian history, whether they 
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lived alone or with others, did not travel, apart from pil¬ 
grimages and going to visit others. When the earliest Bud¬ 
dhist monks are described as traveling to preach, apart from 
the first group of sixty they are frequently pictured as doing 
so in groups. So Dutt's "theory" coalesces three quite sepa¬ 
rate issues, about which the texts have many different things 
to say: living alone or living with others, traveling or staying 
in one place, and living far from or close to other human 
habitations. 

What Dr. Wijayaratna does here, then, is to let the texts 
speak plainly and clearly for themselves. His judicious selec¬ 
tion and presentation of the evidence shows that the ideal 
system of monasticism they present is, in general, a single 
and coherent one; we are not presented with a series of 
historical layers and an evolution from one thing to another. 
The question still remains, of course, whether the picture of 
the early Sahgha presented in the texts is historically accu¬ 
rate; this raises much bigger and more difficult problems, 
which apply to the study of any religious tradition: that of 
the overall chronology and provenance of the canonical 
texts, and of the relationship between textual ideals and ac¬ 
tual practice. These are subjects on which, naturally and 
rightly, opinions differ. In Buddhism, as elsewhere, it is pos¬ 
sible to use archaeological and epigraphical data to balance 
the textual accounts, and also to compare Buddhist textual 
sources with those of other traditions, notably Jainism.^ In 
the case of what I called the "early," pre-Asokan period, 
however, apart from what very little we can infer about Bud¬ 
dhist monastic life from Asoka's inscriptions, the texts are all 
we have. For this period, therefore, I agree with what Rich¬ 
ard Gombrich has said elsewhere, again referring to the 
French version of this book; "the Vinaya as it stands is of a 
piece, and if we refuse to believe its own account of the 
Sangha's development - as of course we can - we are left 
with no certain knowledge of the subject" (1988, p. 93). One 
might say, with perhaps some exaggeration, that if any parts 
of the Vinaya-pitaka are accepted to be early, then, in the 
absence of external evidence, it might all be; and equally, if 
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any parts are adjudged to be late, then it might all be late. In 
this case as with almost all of the Pali Canon, 1 believe, at¬ 
tempts to demonstrate historical layers based solely on inter¬ 
nal evidence produce not historical scholarship, but merely a 
certain kind of inept and a priori literary criticism. 

In the Introduction to the French version of this book. Dr. 
Wijayaratna made clear his own attitude to the evidence pro¬ 
vided by the textual tradition, and it is in this spirit that the 
book should be read: 


This work will not attempt a critical analysis of the opinions 
found in the Sutta-pitaka, nor to discover the date at which 
one or another Nikaya was collected. With regard to the Vin- 
aya-pitaka, it is probable that even in the area of monastic 
discipline some rules were drawn up and arranged later, after 
the Buddha's death; nevertheless the Buddha is regarded as 
having established the rules of the Community. It is likely, in 
fact, that the principles and precepts of the Community were 
subject to elaboration during the first few centuries of its 
existence. We will take the following view; whenever we find 
that the origin of a particular rule is attributed to the Buddha, 
we may conclude either that at the time when the definitive 
version of the code of discipline was drawn up, this rule was 
thought to be a precept established by the Buddha himself, or 
that at that time the disciples felt the need to present or re¬ 
gard such a rule as coming from him. Whether or not one or 
another precept was in fact established by the Buddha, what 
is important from our point of view is the sense and in¬ 
terpretation it is given by Theravada monasticism. 

In the following pages, the intention is simply to give an 
account of the discourses and rules which the Theravadins 
regard as the Doctrine (Dhamma) and the Discipline (Vinaya) 
of their tradition . . . On occasion we will make use of the 
Pali commentaries in order to come to a better understanding 
of some canonical passages. It is true that quite a stretch of 
time separates the Pali Canon from the commentaries on it: 
the canonical texts come from the third century B.C., whereas 
the Pali commentaries as we now have them belong to the 
fifth century A.D. Nonetheless, the Pali commentaries are 
valuable, for two reasons. The first is historical: the Pali com- 
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mentaries did not appear suddenly in the fifth century. They 
were based on the Old Commentaries and on the interpreta¬ 
tions given by the Theravadin Elders and teachers, which had 
been handed down from generation to generation. The sec¬ 
ond is an issue of interpretation; Theravada monastic tradi¬ 
tion must be seen, in my opinion, not from the point of view 
of the Mahayana, of the Vajrayana, or of Hinduism, but from 
that of the Theravada itself. ft>r that reason it is necessary to 
take into account both the opinions and attitudes specific to 
the Theravada, and its tradition of interpretation. 


Suggestions for Further Reading 

THE VINAYA-PITAKA 

References to the Pali text of the Vinaya-pitaka in this work, as 
in that of almost all other scholars of Buddhism, are to the 
roman script version edited by H. Oldenberg, and published 
by the Pali Text Society, London (last reprinted 1964-82). 
Parts of it were translated by Oldenberg and T.W. Rhys 
Davids, in Vinaya Texts, Sacred Books of the East vols. 13, 17 
and 20 (last reprinted by Motilal Banarsidass 1982-4). Miss 
LB. Horner translated the whole text as Book of the Discipline 
Parts 1-6, Sacred Books of the Buddhists vols. X, XI, XII, 
XIV, XX, XXV (last reprinted by the Pali Text Society 1966- 
83). References are to the volume and page number of the 
Pali text: unfortunately, the text and translations of the Vin¬ 
aya are not easy to collate, since Oldenberg edited the text in 
an order different from the traditional canonical one, where¬ 
as the translations follow the canonical order. The canonical 
divisions and order were described earlier; the following 
table is intended to help readers, particularly those without 
knowledge of Pali, to check references and study particular 
parts of the text further; 

(O = Oldenberg's text; IBH = Horner's translation; O/RhD = 

Oldenberg and Rhys Davids' translation.) 

The Sutta-vibhahga (i) Rules for monks {bhikkhu-vibhahga) = O 
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vols. Ill and IV pp. 1-207; IBH Parts 1, 2 and 3 pp. 1-155; 
O/RhD (the Patimokkha rules only) Part 1 pp. 1-69. 

The Sutta-vibhahga (ii) Rules for nuns (bhikkhuni-vibhahga) = O 
vol. IV pp. 211-351; IBH Part 3 pp. 156-426; not translated by 
O/RhD. 

The Mahavagga = O vol. I; IBH Part 4; O/RhD Parts 1 pp. 73- 
355, and 2 pp. 1-325. 

The Cullavagga = O vol. II; IBH Part 5; O/RhD Part 2 pp. 329- 
439, and Part 3. 

The Parivara = O vol. V; IBH Part 6; not translated by O/RhD. 

All of these works contain valuable introductions, notes and 
appendices. 
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Notes to the Translation 

In this translation we have tried to render in English as dear¬ 
ly as we could the content and style of Le Moine Bouddhiste. In 
consultation with Dr. Wijayaratna, we have changed the 
wording and order of some passages, incorporated most 
footnotes into the text, omitted some repetitions and most 
references to French secondary sources, provided references 
to English works instead of French where possible, corrected 
some typographical errors and references to Pali texts, and 
added the brief Appendix 3 on the Precepts; Dr. Wijayaratna 
has provided some new references and the new Appendix 1, 
with a fuller account of the Order of Nuns. Endnotes in 
square brackets are translation notes. Abbreviations used 
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follow the scheme of the Critical Pali Dictionaiy (published 
by the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters: see 
the Epilegomena to Vol. 1); texts referred to are the editions 
of the Pali Text Society, London. The word pdlUpdli is printed 
in Anglicized form, without diacritical marks. 

I should like to thank Patrick Olivelle and Gregory 
Schopen for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this 
Introduction. 


Steven Collins 
Montreal, September 1989 


Endnotes 

1. There is another reckoning which would move these dates 
forward to 448-368 B.C. 

2. For a discussion of these early schools see Lamotte (1988); and 
for a succinct explanation and definition of the Theravada 
tradition as a monastic entity see Gombrich (1988) pp. 110-2. 

3. See Falk (1980), Gunawardana (1979) pp. 37-39 and Law 
(1939-40). 

4. These precepts are given in Appendix 3, and cf. Appendix 2, 
pp. 166-67, 170-71. 

5. The bibliography given here includes some ethnographic ma¬ 
terials on women's "monastic" practice in modern Buddhism. 

6. See K.R. Norman (1983a) for a fuller account. 

7. The first two of these are similar to those identified by Heinz 
Bechert (e.g. 1979) as "early" and "traditional"; but his criteri¬ 
on for division and designation is the relation of the monastic 
community to society, and my third, "modem" period does 
not correspond exactly to his third, "modernist" one. My 
choice of terms is not intended, as are Bechert's and also those 
used by Reynolds and Hallisey (87), to suggest anything 
about the character of Buddhism in different periods, but 
merely to delineate three historical layers in terms of the evi¬ 
dence we have for them. 

8. Gombrich (1986) pp. 387-88, italics in original. 

9. Bechert (1987) p. 40. The two authors I have cited here have 
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collaborated to produce an excellent reference work on the 
Buddhist monastic order in all traditions, which is also beau¬ 
tifully illustrated: Bechert and Gombrich (1984). The sections 
in this book called 'Buddhism in Ancient India' and 
'Theravada Buddhism' provide the best available introduc¬ 
tion to the history of the Sahgha in South and Southeast Asia. 

10. See the Preface to Dutt (1924) p. x, where the work is also said 
to have been written as a thesis in 1916, a time obviously 
when serious Buddhist studies had only recently begun. In 
the revised edition of this work, (1960) p. ix, the wording was 
changed to 'somewhat bold' and the date of writing omitted; 
and in Dutt (1962), the hypothetical nature of the suggestion 
is forgotten, the account being presented with little hesitation 
as historical fact. Other scholars have usually used the 1960 
and 1962 versions of Dutt's work. 

11. For a brief but trenchant critique of Dutt along these lines, see 
Dhirasekara (1981) pp. 6ff., who cites some appropriate re¬ 
marks of I.B. Homer. 

12. This is particularly clear in Dutt (1924 and 1960) Chapter 5, 
which takes the four-fold classification of monks from the 
Rule of St. Benedict as its model. For references to scholarship 
showing the legendary nature of this version of Christian 
monastic history, see Collins (1988) pp. 106-108 and notes 22- 
27. 

13. This has been done recently with great creativity by Gregory 
Schopen: see, for example 1984, 1985 and 1989. 

14. See, for example, K.R. Norman's (1983b) discussion of the 
word and concept pacceka-buddha (Sanskrit pratyeka-buddha). 
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Chapter i 

The origin of the Community 


As a lotus is attached neither to water nor to mud, so the sage is 
attached neither to sensual pleasures nor to the world ■ . . 

(Sn 625 ). 

Buddhism first arose as a movement of "renouncers." In 
common with a number of other such movements at the 
time, it was opposed to Brahmanism, which placed highest 
value on lay life and its rituals; and so the core of this new 
movement consisted of monks and nuns. But it was not long 
before lay people, both men and women, gathered around 
them as their supporters and followers. One can therefore 
distinguish two kinds of disciples of the Buddha: monks and 
nuns {les religieux^), and lay people. 

The word sahgha, which literally means a crowd or gather¬ 
ing, came to refer specifically to the Community of monks 
and nuns in the terminology of Theravada monasticism. In 
Pali texts the term sahgha does not include lay-followers; 
these are included in the expression cattdro parisa, "the four¬ 
fold assembly": bhikkhu (monks), bhikkhuni (nuns), upasaka 
and updsikd (male and female layfollowers). The monastic 
Community is made up of two groups: bhikkhu-sahgha (the 
order of monks) and bhikkhum-sahgha (the order of nuns); 
together they are called ubhatosahgha, "the twofold commu¬ 
nity" (M III 255 ). To refer to the entire Community, in any 
and every place, another term is used: catudissa bhik- 
khusahgha, "the Community of the four quarters." This 
phrase is found in the Vinaya texts and in ancient inscrip- 
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tions, to symbolize the Community's common spirit and 
common ownership of property. 

According to the Pali Canon, the monastic Community was 
first established in Benares, in the Deer Park, after the first 
discourse of the Buddha to the five ascetics, Kondahha, Vap- 
pa, Bhaddiya, Mahanama and Assaji (Vin I 12). A few days 
later, a wealthy young man named Yasa and some of his 
friends joined the new religious movement; they were soon 
followed by another group of young men, equally eager to 
become disciples of the Buddha (Vin 1 19). Thus by the end of 
the first year the Community numbered several hundred 
members. Many of them, like the five ascetics, had previously 
been members of another religious group, but left it in order to 
become disciples of the Buddha. Great ascetic leaders such as 
Uruvela-Kassapa, Gaya-Kassapa, and Nadl-Kassapa, along 
with their disciples, abandoned their practice of fire-sacrifice 
to join the young movement (Vin I 31-34). Before becoming 
the Buddha's disciples, Pippali-Manava, a young and wealthy 
brahmin (later to become the Arahant Maha-Kassapa Thera), 
and his wife Bhadda-Kapilani (who later became a famous 
nun, the Arahant Bhadda-Kapilani) had been members of 
another religious sect (S II 215). Sivaka (Th 183-184), a 
brahmin from Rajagaha, had already renounced lay life and 
joined a group of paribbajaka (wandering religious mendi¬ 
cants); Vijaya (Th 92), a brahmin from Savatthi, had 
lived as a lone ascetic in the forest. Bhadda-Kundalakesa, the 
young daughter of a very wealthy family, joined the Nigantha 
0ain) community after a very unhappy marriage, and became 
a Jain orator of great reknown. She later told the story of the 
useless austerities which she had practiced as a Jain nun (Thi 
107-111, ThI-a 99ff., AI 25, Mp 200). It was on being defeated 
by the Arahant Sariputta Thera in a public debate that she 
became a member of the Buddha's Community. (Such public 
debates were not unusual among wandering mendicants in 
ancient North India.) Nanduttara, a brahmin woman, was 
also a disciple of Jainism and given to the practice of aus¬ 
terities, but was persuaded to join the Community when she 
heard the Arahant Moggallana Thera preach (ThI 87-91). 
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Vacchagotta, whom we meet in several discourses in the 
Nikdya texts (A 1 160, 180; M I 481, 483; S III 257, IV 401), had 
been a famous wandering mendicant, like Sariputta and Mog- 
gallana, who were known as Upatissa and Kolita; later they 
became the two greatest disciples of the Buddha (Vin I 38). 

All these people were renouncers, members of one or an¬ 
other sect or religious group; so they had already renounced 
lay life before becoming disciples of the Buddha. This means 
that Buddhism had no influence on their original renuncia¬ 
tion. The majority of the Buddha's disciples in these early 
days, however, abandoned lay life in order to enter the Com¬ 
munity. Of the sixty disciples gathered around the Buddha 
in the first six months, fifty-five were young laymen who 
moved directly to religious life in the Community. The Bud¬ 
dha's teaching had therefore directly motivated their renun¬ 
ciation. 

At first, many of those who renounced lay life to join the 
Community were young. Indeed Buddhist monasticism en¬ 
couraged people to renounce family life as early as possible. 
A young monk called Soija Kutikanna (cf. Vin 1 194; Ud. 57), 
a pupil of Maha-Kaccana Thera, came from Avanti to Savat- 
thi to see the Buddha. The Buddha had a long talk with him, 
noted with satisfaction that the young monk had a good 
knowledge of the Teaching, and asked him how long he had 
been in the Community. "A year. Blessed One," answered 
Sona. The Buddha then asked him, "Why did you wait so 
long before joining the Community?" The young monk an¬ 
swered, "Blessed One, I had been aware for a long time of 
the suffering and vanity of worldly life, but family problems 
prevented me from leaving it." 

In this new "religion," the first stage of the monastic life 
was regarded as a period of training. This is why young 
people were always more welcome than older ones: when 
someone was old and feeble, he or she did not have the same 
strength to devote to renunciation and to the practice of the 
virtues. A passage from the Canon comments, "It is difficult 
to find these five important qualities in people who have 
renounced lay life in old age: they are not good at speaking. 
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learning, understanding, preaching, and remembering" (A 
III 77). At that time the prevalent opinion was, on the con¬ 
trary, that the religious life was best suited to older people 
who had put family life behind them. When a person grew 
older he or she was "doomed" to the religious life. For exam¬ 
ple, one day some young Buddhist nuns were bathing in the 
river Aciravati (nowadays the Rapti). Some courtesans 
mocked them: "What are you doing, venerable ladies, lead¬ 
ing a life of purity (brahmacariya) while you are young? Is it 
not better to enjoy yourselves? Wait until you are old to 
embrace the religious life: that way you will know both kinds 
of life, one now and the other later" (Vin I 293, IV 278). 

Nonetheless, despite this general opinion, many of the 
Buddha's disciples were young people. To join him, most of 
them had abandoned wealth, a life of luxury, and even a 
young wife. Young men needed their parents' permission to 
renounce lay life, even if they were married; but parents 
were not always happy to let them go. When Ratthapala 
asked his parents for permission to join the Community, 
they refused, saying "Why do you want to become a monk? 
Your hair is still black and you are still young." RatthapMa 
went without food and drink until he obtained permission. 
Once it was given, he renounced his home and received 
from the Community both the minor {pabbajja) and the major 
(upasampada) Ordinations. One day his father saw him walk¬ 
ing in the street and said sadly to his wife, "Look, our only 
son, our beloved son! He has given up everything and taken 
on the practice of these shaven-headed priestlings" (M II 54- 
62). Such words reflect the sadness and disapproval of par¬ 
ents who had lost their son or daughter to the new religion. 
The Commentary to the Dhammapada (IV 164ft.) tells us that a 
rich Brahman woman called Rupasari (the mother of Sariput- 
ta Thera) complained that the Buddhist monkhood had 
taken all her children from her, one after another. 

Among the Buddha's disciples there were many who had 
renounced lay life because they were attracted to his doc¬ 
trine. After they heard him preach, they wanted to lead the 
religious life that the Master had showed them, and so re- 
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nounced family life. The Mahdvagga (Vin 1 23) tells the story 
of some rich young men used to "the good life" {bhad- 
davagiya). One day these young men, about thirty in all, had 
gone for a picnic in the forest with their wives. One of them, 
who had no wife, had brought along a courtesan. When 
everyone was merry, she took some valuables, jewels and 
other things, and stole away. The young men went to look 
for her and chanced upon the Buddha sitting at the foot of a 
tree. He said, "Tell me, young men, what is better for you, to 
look for this woman or to look for yourselves?" The result of 
this brief discussion was that the young men were per¬ 
suaded to renounce lay life and enter the Community. 

Two wealthy young men, Ratthapala (M 11 61) and Sudinna 
Kalandakaputta (Vin 11 iiff.), also renounced wealth and lay 
life simply on hearing the Buddha's words. A young mer¬ 
chant by the name of Purina (or Punnika) came to the town of 
Savatthi on business and had occasion to hear the Buddha's 
doctrine; he then renounced lay life (Th 70, Th-a 1 156). Young 
Migajala, one of Visakha's sons, who used to go to the monas¬ 
tery of Jetavana every day with his mother, left home after he 
heard the Doctrine preached (Th 417-422, Th-a 1 452), as also 
did Rajadatta, one of the chief merchants in the town of 
Rajagaha, on the very day when he want to talk with the 
Buddha at Veluvana monastery (Th 315-319,1 Th-a 1 402). In 
the same way. Kappa (Th 567-576, Th-a 1 521), regional gover¬ 
nor of the Magadha country, Kundadhana (Th 62, Th-a 1 146), 
a learned brahmin from Savatthi, Dhammavaniya (Th 67, 
Th-a 1 151), a son of good family, Kasi-Bharadvaja (Sn p. 12, Pj 
11 131), a rich brahmin from Dakkhinagiri, all renounced lay 
life to become monks simply on hearing the Buddha speak. 
Similarly, Siha, the niece of general Siha from Vesali, decided 
to renounce lay life on hearing a discussion between the 
Buddha and the venerable Sariputta Thera (ThI 77-81). 
Vimala, daughter of a courtesan from Vesali, saw the venera¬ 
ble Moggallana Thera, fell in love with him and decided to 
follow him. When she heard him preach she renounced lay 
life (ThI 72-76). Khema, wife of King Bimbisara, took the same 
decision on hearing the Buddha's words (ThI 139-144). Am- 
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bapali, a famous courtesan from Vesali, decided to renounce 
lay life when she heard a sermon preached by her son, the 
venerable Vimala-Kondahha Thera (Thi 252-270). Purina, a 
young woman of twenty, who lived in Rajagaha, was per¬ 
suaded by a sermon given by the nun Maha-Pajapati Gotami 
Theri (Thi 3, Thi-a gf.). 

All these people had had a life of comfort and luxury. They 
renounced the world to become monks and nuns under the 
influence of the Buddha's doctrine. If someone who is used 
to luxury chooses to renounce everything in order to live 
according to a philosophy or doctrine, he or she probably 
feels an intellectual need to do so. There is no doubt that the 
people mentioned above wanted to find a way to lead a more 
satisfying life. Their outlook was transformed when they 
heard the Master's doctrine; his words provoked in them a 
mental evolution or revolution which led them to change 
their way of life completely. No abnormal or miraculous phe¬ 
nomenon was involved. These people were persuaded that 
the Buddha's doctrine was the only path to deliverance or 
salvation, and simply reoriented their lives accordingly and 
renounced everything else. 

The canonical texts tell us that many people renounced lay 
life because of the Buddha's personality. We might describe 
this as a form of "hero-worship"; that is, admiration for an 
inspiring character. In all religions and in all societies there 
are people who follow the example of an influential leader. 
According to the canonical texts, the Buddha had a very 
powerful personality. He was graceful, gentle, always in 
good spirits, full of energy and ever smiling. He was "the 
Blessed One, he who brings and spreads joy, whose senses 
are tranquil and whose mind is at peace, the supreme self¬ 
conqueror, he who lives in peace, the hero who has tamed 
himself, who keeps watch over himself and keeps a tight 
rein on his senses" (D I 88; II16; MII133-136). The disciples 
of Uruvela-Kassapa said, "Truly he is handsome, this Great 
Ascetic" (Vin I 25), an opinion shared by the people of Ra¬ 
jagaha (Vin II 195). Some brahmins were particularly struck 
by the Buddha's physical appearance (M II135; Sn 837). An 
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old brahmin called Magandiya thought the Buddha so hand¬ 
some that he wanted him to marry his daughter, who was a 
great beauty herself. The Buddha rejected the offer (Sn 835, 
Pj II 542-4, Dhp-a III 193-7), and soon afterwards the brah¬ 
min renounced lay life to become his disciple. This refusal 
created a lifelong enemy of Miss Magandiya, who later mar¬ 
ried a crown prince and tried for revenge (Dhp-a I 202, 
2ioff.). Vakkali, another learned brahmin, was so moved by 
the Buddha's charm that he followed him in the street for a 
long time, and finally renounced lay life to become a disciple 
of this "attractive man." Even after he had become a monk, 
he could not stop looking at the Buddha, who advised him 
on the contrary to concentrate on his Doctrine rather than on 
his body (Th 350-354, Th-a I 420). 

It is perhaps for this very reason that some non-Buddhist 
ascetics did not want their followers to visit the Buddha. 
Thus Upali, a devotee of Nigantha Nathaputta (Jina Ma- 
havira) was about to go and see the Buddha to discuss cer¬ 
tain religious questions. But the ascetic Dighatapassi, an¬ 
other disciple of Nigantha Nathaputta, advised his master; 
"Venerable One, do not let your devotee Upali go near the 
ascetic Gotama. Gotama is a deceiver. He has a charm which 
he uses to attract the disciples of other sects" (M 1 375; cf. AII 

193)- 

Some more examples will illustrate the spell cast by the 
Buddha's physical appearance on certain people. Sujata, the 
young daughter of a merchant family in the town of Saketa, 
happened to see the Buddha on her way home from a car¬ 
nival. She was so impressed by his gentle and friendly air 
that she decided there and then to join the Community (ThI 
145-150). Kaccana, one of king Canda-Pajjota's ministers, 
came to take the Buddha to Ujjain. But as soon as he saw him 
he forgot his mission and decided to renounce lay life (A 1 23, 
Mp 206). Sundara-Samudda, the son of a merchant family in 
Rajagaha, also decided to become a monk because he was 
delighted by the Buddha's appearance, (Th 459-465, Th-a I 
476). The Buddha's attractiveness also influenced SigMa- 
Mata, a wealthy young woman of Rajagaha; as soon as she 
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had had a child, she asked her husband's permission to re¬ 
nounce family life and join the Community (A 1 5, Mp 1 342- 
5). Paripunnaka, from Kapilavatthu, was used to a life of 
luxury, but decided to renounce lay life when he saw the 
Buddha's grace and simplicity (Th 91, Th-a 1 190). In another 
story, four friends called Uttiya, Godhika, Subahu, and Val- 
liya, princes of Malla in the Pava country, went to Kapilavat¬ 
thu on political business. On the way they met the Buddha 
and decided to leave lay life, abandoning their mission (Th 
51-54, Th-a 1 133). When the Buddha stayed in Kapilavatthu, 
a great many young men from the Sakyan families wanted to 
become monks because they were attracted by his person¬ 
ality (Vin II180). Prince Nanda, Gotama's cousin, renounced 
his home, not because he was attracted by the religious life 
or by the doctrine, but because of the respect which the 
Buddha inspired in him (Dhp-a 1 116). The anecdote of Puk- 
kusati (M III 237-247) shows that some people renounced lay 
life in the Buddha's name even without ever having seen or 
heard him, but on the strength of what they had heard about 
him, of his reputation. 

While some people were directly influenced by the per¬ 
sonality of the Buddha, others were influenced by the exam¬ 
ple of friends or parents. Imitation is a powerful factor, in 
any society and in regard to all social contexts, particularly in 
the field of religion. In Buddhist monasticism, some cases 
of renunciation were motivated solely by a desire to imitate. 
Let us take some examples. After Yasa's renunciation (Vin I 
19), several of his friends decided to follow his example, 
thinking "this can be no ordinary Doctrine and Discipline, 
no ordinary renunciation, if Yasa, the son of a good family, 
has shaven hair and beard, put on the yellow robe and left 
home for homelessness." The three sisters of SMputta 
Thera, Gala, Upacala and Sisupacala (ThI 182-203, Thi-a 
162-168) renounced lay life in imitation of their brother. 
When the Prince Gotama's foster-mother Mahapajapatl Go- 
tami and his former wife Rahulamata became nuns, many 
women from the Sakyan families decided to follow their ex¬ 
ample. Amongst them there was the young Abhirupl-Nanda 
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(Thi 19-20, ThI-a 168), the greatest beauty in Kapilavatthu. 
Acording to the Cullavagga (Vin II 182), Upali joined the 
Community in imitation of his friends Ananda, Anuruddha, 
and others. When king Kappina in the kingdom of Kuk- 
kutavatl renounced lay life, his wives and friends left the 
palace to go and see the Buddha; they in their turn entered 
the Community (Mp I 318). If the leader of a religious group 
accepted the Buddha's teaching, his devotees followed suit. 
For example, when the great ascetic Uruvela-Kassapa decid¬ 
ed to become a disciple of the Buddha, not only his disciples 
but also his two brothers Gaya-Kassapa and Nadi-Kassapa, 
along with their disciples, took the same decision (Vin I 32). 
The desire to follow the example of a leader or of friends 
could thus lead large numbers of people, whole groups of 
ascetics or friends, to renounce also. There were excepHons, 
however. For example, when Sariputta and Moggallana de¬ 
cided to become disciples of the Buddha, they were opposed 
by their teacher Sanjaya of Rajagaha; but they did not heed 
his advice and went to see the Buddha. Many of Sanjaya's 
pupils, moreover, followed their example (Vin I 41). After 
hearing a sermon of the Buddha, the paribbajaka Sandaka 
sent his pupils to the Buddhist monastic community (M I 
524). But in another incident, the paribbajaka Sakuladayi was 
not able to enter the Buddhist monkhood because of his 
followers' objections, even though he wanted to do so (M II 

39 )- 

As we have seen, some people renounced lay life under 
the influence of the Buddha. Many of them did not do so 
because of problems in their lives, but simply felt the need 
for an ideal, for a more profound and purer way of life. On 
the other hand, some people embraced the new Doctrine 
and joined the Community because of their personal difficul¬ 
ties. They sought to avoid or resolve problems due to dis¬ 
tressing physical or mental experiences, painful or disgust¬ 
ing, and difficult to forget. Thus Yasa, whom we have al¬ 
ready met, a young man from a very wealthy family in 
Benares, came to see the Buddha and told him of his aver¬ 
sion to worldly life. This might seem surprising, as he was 
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rich and lived in luxury: gold adorned his sandals, he was 
married, his father and mother loved him. What was his 
problem? His story shows that a life of luxury can also bring 
painful and unpleasant experiences. According to the can¬ 
onical texts, one night after an evening of drinking and plea¬ 
sure-seeking he had seen women lying around in his house 
in shameful positions, and the sight had upset him very 
much. He had realised the dangers arising from sensual 
pleasures and had felt a profound disgust for them. One 
might perhaps interpret his inner development in this way: 
Yasa was a sensitive young man; at the beginning of the 
night, sensual pleasure and the pleasant atmosphere created 
by those around him had awakened his sensibility. But as the 
night progressed, he had not been able to bear the offensive 
spectacle, and had left (Vin 1 15-16). This story might only be 
a symbolic legend; but it expresses how some people might 
have renounced lay life because of unpleasant experiences 
occurring suddenly in an otherwise happy life. Yasa only 
regained his composure after meeting the Buddha; soon af¬ 
terwards, he entered the Community. 

Other types of experience could lie at the origin of renuncia¬ 
tion. It was, for example, the unbearable grief of Kisa-Gotami, 
a young mother from Savatthi, at the death of her only child, 
which led her to renounce lay life (ThI-a 174; Dhp-a 1 270). 
The princess Ubbirl, wife of King Pasenadi, could not console 
herself for the death of her daughter JIva, on whose tomb she 
went regularly to shed tears. Her great sadness finally caused 
her to become a Buddhist nun (Thi 51-52, ThI-a 53-55). 
Vasetthi, a young mother from Vesali, ran away from home 
after the death of her child, and wandered aimlessly. She 
roamed the streets, not knowing where to go, until she 
chanced to meet the Buddha in the town of Mithila; she 
listened to his words and decided to enter the Community 
(Thi 133-138, Thi-a 124). Sama, a wealthy lady from Kosambi, 
felt great despair after the death of a woman friend of hers; 
she too became a nun (Thi 37-38, Thi-a 44). After several 
marriages, all of which ended badly because of her husbands' 
mistreatment, Isidasi heard a sermon preached by the nun 
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Jinadatta Then; thereupon she decided to embrace the re¬ 
ligious life (ThI 400-407, Thi-a 260). Mutta, the daughter of a 
brahmin from Kosala, was also very disappointed with mar¬ 
ried life, and became a nun after she had obtained her hus¬ 
band's permission (ThI 11, ThI-a 14). Uppalavanna, the 
daughter of a businessman from Savatthi, was a rare beauty, 
and several young men wanted to marry her. This became a 
problem and a source of danger for her, and so she decided to 
renounce lay life (ThI 109). 

A very striking story of this kind is that of Datta, "The 
Buddhist Oedipus." Before Datta's birth, his mother had 
been thrown out of her house in her husband's absence by 
her mother-in-law, and the child was born in a travelers' 
hostel. The young mother joined a traveling caravan and 
went in search of her husband. But the caravan leader stole 
the child, and the mother was carried off by a highway rob¬ 
ber, by whom she had a daughter. One day she had an 
argument with her daughter and hit her on the head, causing 
a wound; filled with fear, she ran off and took refuge in the 
town of Rajagaha. There she became a courtesan, and the 
mistress of the rich Datta, not knowing that he was her son. 
Some time later, Datta married the highway robber's 
daughter, not realizing she was his half sister. One day, Dat¬ 
ta's mistress was arranging the young wife's hair; she saw 
the wound on her head and asked where she came from. 
The young woman told her story and was recognised by her 
mother, who also discovered that Datta was none other than 
her own son. The two women left Datta in horror and en¬ 
tered the order of nuns. Datta, equally filled with disgust, 
immediately went to see the Buddha and joined the Commu¬ 
nity. He led a contemplative life in the forest for two years, 
and became an Arahant known as Gahgatlriya Thera. (Th 
127, Th-a II 8; ThI 224, ThI-a 195 ) 

These stories show that some people renounced the world 
because of problems in their lives. But one cannot deduce 
that they did not understand the value of the Doctrine and of 
detachment from the fact that they seemed motivated only 
by the desire to escape from their troubles. What value did 


11 



The origin of the community 


renunciation of this kind possess? Was it serious and ra¬ 
tional? Did Buddhist monasticism encourage people to run 
away from their difficulties? People always try, one way or 
another, to avoid unhappiness and to find happiness. Bud¬ 
dhist monasticism recognized the existence of problems, but 
its strategy for inner development did not consist in seeking 
an immediate solution for those everyday worries; rather, it 
tried to remove their causes. It explained them from a differ¬ 
ent point of view; it did suggest ways to avoid small every¬ 
day troubles, but as a means of working toward eliminating 
the root causes of all problems. According to Buddhist mon¬ 
asticism, renunciation was not an escape, but the first of a 
series of actions aimed at eliminating the real causes of the 
problems of life and of "the round of rebirth" (samsara). For 
this reason, life in the Community did not constitute an easy 
way out, as we will try to show throughout the following 
chapters. 

It appears then, that renunciation could be either nega¬ 
tively or positively motivated. But Buddhist monasticism ac¬ 
corded no importance to this distinction: it took into account 
not the reason why a person renounced, but what that per¬ 
son did after leaving lay life. Moreover, it must be noted that 
some people joined the Community without having had first 
to renounce luxury or a good position in life. Sunita, for 
example, was a road-sweeper, obviously very poor and of 
very low caste according to the Brahmanical caste system. 
The Buddha wanted him to join the Community, and so 
went up to him in the street. At his approach, Sunita hid 
next to a wall, as a sign of respect for the Buddha. The 
Buddha approached him and asked if he wanted to join the 
Community. He assented, and later became an Arahant (Th 
620-631, Th-a 1 540). Pilotika was a poor, lone brahmin in the 
town of Rajagaha. On the Buddha's advice, the venerable 
Ananda admitted him to the community, where he was able 
to lead a proper religious life (Dhp-a 111 84). Potthapada was 
the son of a family of fishermen, but he had refused to be¬ 
come a fisherman himself, and was driven away from home. 
He became very poor, and went several days without food. 
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Then the venerable Ananda gave him some food, taught him 
the Doctrine, and admitted him to the Community (Pv-a 
178-9). A young girl from a brahmin family called Canda, 
had lost everything when her parents died in an epidemic, 
and found herself out on the street. One day, when the 
venerable nun Patacara was eating her meal, Canda came up 
to her. The nun gave her some food, taught her the Doctrine 
and had her join the Community, where, after practicing the 
methods of inner progress, she became an Arahant (ThI 122- 
126, ThI-a 120). These people were not in a very good social 
or economic position, and had no reason to miss life in the 
world. But for Buddhist monasticism this aspect of their re¬ 
nunciation was not important. What mattered was the way 
in which the "renouncer" led the religious life after joining 
the Community. So as to understand this attitude better, let 
us turn our attention to some examples of novice members of 
the Community. 

When people asked to be admitted to the Community, the 
Buddha and the monks let them join. But they did not al¬ 
ways wait for people who already possessed a good under¬ 
standing of the religious life and the Teaching to come and 
ask for ordination or admission. They sometimes had very 
young people join as novices. Such was the case, for exam¬ 
ple, of Culla-Panthaka (Dhp-a IV 180), Dabbamallaputta (Vin 
II 74; Dhp-a III 321), Manava and Sanu (Th-a 1 113; Dhp-a IV 
18). Sopaka, a little boy who had lost his father, was mistreat¬ 
ed by his uncle, who finally abandoned him in a cemetery. 
The Buddha brought the child to the monastery and had him 
join the Community as a novice (Th 480, Th-a 1 477; Dhp-a IV 
176). Kumara-Kassapa also was very young when he entered 
the Community as a novice (Dhp-a 111 147; Th-a I 332; Ja I 
147). The Buddha brought his son Prince Rahula to the Mon¬ 
astery, where the venerable Sariputta admitted him as a 
novice (Vin I 83; Dhp-a I 98). His grandfather Suddhodhana 
Sakya was saddened by his entry into the religious life. He 
came to see the Buddha and said "Blessed One, when the 
Blessed One renounced the world, I felt great unhappiness; 
and so also did I when Nanda did the same; my unhappiness 
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became extreme when Rahula followed them. The love of a 
father for his son. Blessed One, pierces the skin; after pierc¬ 
ing the skin it pierces the flesh; after piercing the flesh it 
pierces the muscles; after piercing the muscles it pierces the 
bones; after piercing the bones it reaches the marrow and 
lodges there. 1 beg of you. Blessed One: it is not right that the 
venerable monks should confer Ordination on a son without 
the permission of his father and mother" (Vin 1 83). 

There was, then, a tendency to have young people enter 
the religious life well before they were adult. The Buddha 
had observed that renunciation is difficult once one has set¬ 
tled down to a comfortable worldly life (cf. M 1 447-456). 
Sometimes people wanted to renounce, but could not do so 
because of their spouse or children. The only way to solve 
this problem was to allow or make young people enter the 
Community well before they had grown accustomed to life 
in the world. Moreover, youth was regarded as the best age 
at which the learn the pure conduct required of novices. At 
such a young age, novices had no clear idea of the aim of 
renunciation. They had simply imitated certain adults, or 
else obeyed their preceptors. How are we to understand this 
aspect of Buddhist monastidsm? Not only, as we saw earlier, 
does Buddhism accord little importance to the motive for 
renunciation, but still more, it does not consider "renuncia¬ 
tion" in itself to be essential. From a Buddhist point of view, 
it matters little whether the candidate has given up anything 
or not, or has sacrificed anything or not; the essential thing is 
to enter the religious life. In other words, Buddhist monks 
and nuns began the Discipline (vinaya) and the life of purity 
(brahmacariya) not when they left home, but at the moment 
when they embarked on religious life in the Community. 

For this reason, the Pali texts use the word pabbajja 
(Sanskrit pravrajya) to denote admission into the Communi¬ 
ty. The literal meaning of the term is "to leave" or "to leave 
home"; but in Theravadin terminology, it denotes admission 
into the Community as a novice, or "Minor Ordination." 
According to Buddhism, the true act of leaving home {pabbaj- 
jd) takes place at the time of Minor Ordination into the Com- 
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munity. For example, the ordination of the Five Ascetics is 
designated in the canonical texts by the term pabbajja; but it is 
obvious that they had left their homes a long time before 
their pabbajja into the Community. 2 

Monastic life was an education and a training in the life of 
purity, leading to the state of Arahantship. All the rules of 
the Community were regarded as "Educational Precepts" 
{sikkhapaddni). In order to enter the Community it was not 
essential to understand in depth the aim of religious life; 
children who go to school do not understand the aim of the 
education they receive. A story found in the Milinda-pahha 
illustrates this. A young Brahmin boy called Nagasena en¬ 
tered the Community as a novice under the influence of 
venerable Rohana Thera; the latter had admitted him into the 
community even though he was very young and had not the 
slightest knowledge either of worldly life or of the aim of 
monasticism. Later, King Milinda (Menander) asked him 
(Mil 31-32): "Venerable one, why did you enter the religious 
life? For what reason and to what end?" The venerable 
Nagasena explained that the aim of religious life in the Bud¬ 
dhist Community is to obtain liberation from dukkha (suffer¬ 
ing) and to attain nibbdna. The king asked if he had known 
this when he entered as a novice. Nagasena explained: "I did 
not know why I was entering the Community, nor did I have 
any idea what the aim was. But I thought at the time, "These 
monks, the sons of the Sakyans, are learned men; they will 
give me an education." And so I received that education and 
now I know the aim of the religious life." 

It might seem as if anyone could join the Community for 
whatever reason. Many anecdotes from the Vinaya texts 
show this was not the case. Let us take only three examples. 
During a war on the border of the Magadha country several 
generals who did not want to enter the field of battle joined 
the Community. At the behest of King Bimbisara, the Bud¬ 
dha forbade monks to admit soldiers into the Community 
(Vin I 73-74). Another time, a thief who had escaped from 
prison joined the Community. There was a popular outcry, 
and the Buddha forbade monks to admit escaped convicts 
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(Vin I 75). Lastly, a man who was heavily in debt entered the 
Community; this provoked sharp criticism from people. The 
Buddha then forbade monks to admit debtors (Vin I 76). 

If Buddhist monasticism does not consider the motive for 
renunciation, if it concentrates only on the practices followed 
in the Community, why then did it forbid entry to such 
individuals? There are three possible explanations. First, the 
Community was not a place for people to hide, to evade 
punishment or lead an easy life. Second, if people act in such 
a way, they are not being honest with themselves. But with¬ 
out honesty it is not possible to practice the life of purity; 
honesty is one of the main principles of Buddhist mon¬ 
asticism. Finally, to admit deserters, escaped convicts or 
debtors presented a problem for lay supporters of the Com¬ 
munity. 

Canonical texts often praise the qualities of the Buddha's 
"religious" disciples; 

The Community of disciples (sdmka-sahgha) of the Blessed 
One behaves rightly, . . . behaves correctly . . . behaves 
properly. These are the four pairs of beings, the eight beings.^ 
Such is the Community of disciples of the Blessed One, 
worthy of offerings, worthy of hospitality, worthy of gifts, 
worthy of respect, the greatest field of merit^ for the world 
(D III 227; M I 37; A I 222; Sii 69, etc.). 

This passage clearly refers to those disciples who have at¬ 
tained the higher degrees of inner progress. But many 
monks and nuns were still quite ordinary people. One did 
not automatically become an Arahant simply because one 
had renounced the world or entered the Community; that 
was only the first step on the path of renunciation. The need 
for detachment was continuous throughout the religious life, 
until the attainment of the goal; the state of Arahantship. 

Endnotes 

1. [The French word religieux can be used, as was once common 
with the English word "religious," to denote those who have 
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taken monastic vows and who are members of a monastic 
order. In this book, the word is sometimes used specifically of 
Buddhist monks and nuns, sometimes more generally of the 
wider class of world-renoimcers or wandering religious mendi¬ 
cants, which includes Jaina monks and nuns and many differ^ 
ent Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical ascetics. We translate it 
according to context.] 

2. [See Chapter 7 for the distinction between Minor and Major 
Ordinations {pabbajja, upasampada).] 

3. [The "four" and "eight beings" refer to disciples at different 
stages of attainment on the Path. See Glossary under sotapanna, 
etc; and cf. Appendix 1 pp. 158-60 and 2 p.172.] 

4. [Good deeds, especially supporting the monastic Community, 
are regarded as bringing "merit," which will result in good 
fortune in the future, usually in future rebirths.] 
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Dwelling places 


Under no circumstances is a monk to reserve for himself a dwelling- 
place. Anyone who does this breaks the Monastic Rule 

(Vin II 166, IV 41) 

At first, the Buddha and his disciples had no fixed abode, 
and never stayed long in the same place. The Nikdya texts 
and the anecdotes found in the Vinaya show us how the 
Buddha traveled around the central region of North India, 
often with a large group of disciples, but sometimes with 
only a few, or just one, such as the venerable Ananda, and 
sometimes alone. He traveled during the day, and at night he 
received lodging in the potter's hut, as in Rajagaha (M Ill 
237) or in the town meeting hall. (These places were, it 
seems, open to monks, nuns, and other ascetics to pass the 
night on their travels.) When the Buddha first came to Ka- 
pilavatthu, Mahanama-Sakya went to look for a resting-place 
for him; it turned out to be the newly-built town meeting 
hall, which he then inaugurated at the request of the 
Sakyans (M I 353, S IV 182). Before that he had stayed for a 
few days in ascetics' hermitages, such as that of Bharandu 
Kalama at Kapilavatthu. The canonical texts also mention the 
names of several forests in which the Buddha stayed. There 
were also public parks, such as Ambalatthika in Rajagaha, 
which were popular resting-places for wandering ascetics. 
When he stayed in such a place the Buddha had the oppor¬ 
tunity to meet and speak with ascetics of other religious 
traditions. Naturally his monastic disciples followed the ex- 
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ample of the "Great Traveler." They also traveled around, 
either with their Master or with renowned monks such as 
Sariputta or Moggallana, alone or in groups. Why did the 
Buddha and his followers travel in this way? 

At the time of the Buddha there were many groups of 
wandering ascetics. Outside the rainy season, Paribbajakas, 
Ajivikas, Niganthas (Jains) and individual ascetics were con¬ 
stantly on the move; for them traveling was a way to practise 
detachment. This was not the case, however, for the Buddha 
and his first disciples: the canonical texts report that they 
began to travel after they were "liberated from all ties, 
human and divine." Only a few months after his Enlighten¬ 
ment, before going to the village of Senani, the Buddha told 
his little group: "Monks, take to the road: travel for the good 
of the many; travel for the happiness of the many, out of 
compassion for the world; travel for the good, benefit and 
happiness of men and gods. Preach the Doctrine" (Vin I 20- 
21). This advice, or rather this command, clearly shows why 
and to what end they traveled. They went out to take a 
religious message to society, "for the good of the many." 
There were then only sb<ty disciples, and the Buddha sent 
them all over the country to spread the Doctrine. This wan¬ 
dering life on the road was a good way to advertise the 
young Master and his Doctrine. His traveling disciples at¬ 
tracted people to the new religious movement through their 
appearance, their good conduct, and the sermons in which 
they set forth the Master's teaching. Every day, so the Vinaya 
texts tell us, these monks admitted many new members into 
the Community. 

Thus at first, it was the intention to spread the Doctrine 
which made traveling necessary. In the course of time, the 
monks and nuns who took part in these journeys came to 
include not only those who had attained the higher stages of 
inner progress, but also those who had not. Some of them in 
Rajagaha travelled throughout the year, even during the 
rainy season. People criticized them, according to the Ma- 
havagga (Vin I 137): 
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At that time the Blessed One had not yet imposed on the 
monks the rule regarding the Rainy Season Retreat; the monks 
traveled both during the summer and during the rainy season. 
People were annoyed, and complained angrily. "How is it that 
these ascetics, the sons of the Sakyans, keep on traveling 
during the summer, winter and also in the rainy season? They 
tread on young plants and damage them, and destroy many 
small living creatures. Those who belong to other schools may 
not be very well-disciplined, but at least they withdraw some¬ 
where to make a residence for the rainy season; birds make 
their nests in the tree-tops and use them to live in during the 
rainy season; but these ascetics, the sons of the Sakyans, don't 
stop traveling during the summer, winter and the rainy season 
as well." Some monks told the Buddha that people were an¬ 
noyed and had made angry complaints. As a result of this, the 
Blessed One preached a sermon to the monks and decreed: 
"Monks, you should observe a retreat during the rainy sea¬ 
son." 

The idea was not only to provide shelter for the monks, but 
also to forbid travel throughout the rainy season. According 
to the Mahavagga the rule was: "A monk observing the Rainy 
Season Retreat must not travel before he has completed the 
retreat." The rainy season lasted four months, roughly from 
June to October. Each monk had to observe the retreat for 
three months, at the beginning or end of that time. 

From then on all monks were obliged to stay for those 
three months in one place, but they were not allowed to 
settle just anywhere. They were specifically forbidden to ob¬ 
serve the retreat in the open air, in a hollow tree, in a grave¬ 
yard, under an umbrella, or in an earthenware salt-jar. (Ac¬ 
cording to the Mahavagga (Vin I 152) such places were 
sometimes used by ascetics at that time as shelter for the 
rainy season.) Other forms of shelter were allowed by the 
rules. For example, a monk could spend the retreat in a boat, 
or with a merchant-caravan: this shows that in some circum¬ 
stances monks were allowed to travel with lay followers dur¬ 
ing the rainy season. For the most part, monks observed the 
retreat in cells that they or lay-followers had built. Each cell 
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housed one or two monks; these shelters were temporary 
structures, erected in a forest, next to a river, in a valley or at 
the foot of a mountain, but always close to a village or town. 

At the end of the Rainy Season Retreat the monks would 
take down their cells and resume traveling, although some 
monks, apparently, would have liked to stay put even after 
the retreat (see Vin 1 152). The monk Dhaniya, for example, 
did not take down his beautiful cell, but wanted to live in it 
during the summer. The Buddha and his fellow-monks dis¬ 
approved of his intention, and he was obliged to abandon it. 
As a result of this incident rules were laid down forbidding 
monks and nuns to remain without traveling after the retreat 
(Vin III 42). So although the life of Buddhist monks was a 
nomadic one, in the course of their travels they also had 
periods of sedentary life. But how was this sedentariness 
introduced into the monks' wandering life? There are two 
possible explanations: first, the custom of stapng in a fixed 
abode during the rainy season, and second the increase in 
the number of lay-followers, concerned for the well-being of 
these "renouncers." 

Some scholars think that the institution of the Rainy Sea¬ 
son Retreat served as a bridge between two different periods 
in the history of the Buddhist monastic Community: first 
wandering and then sedentary life. But I do not think that 
we are dealing here with a transformation, or with two dif¬ 
ferent stages. The institution of the Retreat served rather to 
connect two different styles of life: traveling and being set¬ 
tled in one place. The Vinaya Pitaka and the Sutta Pitaka show 
that even after being given places to live, the Master and his 
disciples did not abandon traveling. We will return to this 
point. 

"Traveling" for a monk did not mean walking constantly 
day and night. When a group of monks arrived in a town or 
a village they might stay for several days or weeks, for as 
long as there were people to listen to the Buddha's teaching. 
Sometimes monks would come to the town where the Mas¬ 
ter was staying to visit him, and spend some time with him. 
Sometimes the Buddha and his monks would stay for a few 
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days in an ascetic's hermitage or in a public place in the 
town; even outside the rainy season they had to find a quiet 
place to spend the night. We know that several parks were 
set aside for the Buddha and his disciples by lay-followers. 
According to the Mahavagga, the first park of this kind was 
given by King Bimbisara, a friend and lay disciple of the 
Buddha, only a few weeks after his Enlightenment. The Ma¬ 
havagga (Vin I 38) gives the following account of the event: 
"the king of Magadha, Seniya Bimbisara, took a ceremonial 
golden cup filled with water, poured it over the Blessed 
One's hand,i and thus made the donation: 'Blessed One, I 
give this Bamboo Grove to the Community with the Blessed 
One at its head'; then the Blessed One accepted the park." 

Thus from the beginning the new Community owned 
some grounds. Nevertheless, monks still did not make a 
practice of building shelters, or of having them built, to live 
in outside the rainy season; nor indeed were they allowed to 
do so. The Cullavagga (Vin II 146) gives us the following 
account of the first occasion on which the Community ac¬ 
cepted lodgings. It took place at Rajagaha: 

At that time lodgings had not been permitted to the monks by 
the Blessed One. So the monks stayed here and there, in a 
forest, at the foot of a tree. . . in a mountain cave, a cemetery, 
a forest glade, in the open air, on a heap of straw. They left 
these places early in the morning. . . One day a great mer¬ 
chant from Rajagaha wanted to have residences built for the 
monks. He asked them, "Venerable Sirs, if I have lodgings 
built for you, will you be able to live in them?" The monks 
answered "No, householder, lodgings have not been allowed 
by the Blessed One." The great merchant said to the monks, 
"Venerable Sirs, ask the Blessed One and tell me what he 
says." The monks passed on his proposal to the Blessed One, 
who answered, "Monks, I allow five kinds of dwelling- 
places: an ordinary residence (vihdra), residences which are 
round {a 44 hayoga), long {pasada), or with several stories {ham- 
miya), and a cave." On the strength of this permission, the 
great merchant had several residences built and gave them to 
the Community. 


22 



Dwelling places 


Soon Anathapindika, a great banker from Savatthi and one 
of the most devoted lay disciples, bought a park for the 
Buddha and his disciples on which he had large dwelling- 
places built, which included cells, store-rooms, meeting- 
rooms, rooms with a fire-place, places to store gifts, toilets, 
meditations walk-ways, rooms next to wells,^ rooms for hot 
baths, and lotus ponds. He then gave this large monastery to 
the community. On the road from Rajagaha to the town of 
Savatthi where the Buddha had come to accept the donation 
from Anathapindika, people built many monasteries for the 
Community. The Buddha made the journey between the two 
cities (a distance of around 200 miles) several times (Vin II 
158-159). 

The Gamka Moggallana-sutta (M III 1. cf. S V 269-270) men¬ 
tions the fact that the monastery in Savatthi, whose construc¬ 
tion was financed by Visakha-Migara-Mata, was a seven- 
story building; it took many years to complete. The great 
monastery known as Kukkutarama in Kosambi was built by 
a banker called Kukkufa. He also built several monasteries 
on the road from Savatthi to Kosambi for the Buddha and his 
disciples to rest while traveling between the two towns. 
Lamotte calculates that the Community owned twenty-nine 
large monasteries at that time: eighteen in Rajagaha, four in 
Vesali, three in Savatthi, and four in Kosambi.^ One can 
easily imagine that there must have been many more monas¬ 
teries, large and small, in every region where monks were 
expected to travel and to stay. 

We should notice the particular atmosphere of these mon¬ 
asteries: King Bimbisara who gave the park in Rajagaha and 
Anathapindika who had a monastery built in Savatthi are 
said to have thought, “Where indeed can the Blessed One 
dwell? He needs a place which is not too close to a town, but 
not too far either, where people can come and go, easy of 
access for those who wish to visit, not crowded during the 
day, peaceful at night, a place away from people, sheltered 
from disturbances and crowds, and appropriate for the re¬ 
ligious life" (Vin I 38-39, II 158). This story shows that lay 
followers had definite ideas about what kinds of residence 
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were fit for the Community. Buddhist monasteries were built 
neither too close to a town or village, nor too far away. Lay 
followers could go there to visit the Buddha and his disci¬ 
ples. People who approved of the new Doctrine and of the 
behavior of the Community began to build them places to 
live. The Cullavagga mentions a rapid increase in the number 
of residences built from the time the rule allowed monks to 
accept them. From then on, rules would be required to regu¬ 
late these matters. 


Rules about Dwelling-Places 

Most of these rules were established with two intentions in 
mind: monks should not stray from a simple way of life, and 
they should not abuse the generosity of their benefactors. 
Some monks wanted to build cells or larger residences, with 
the help of lay donors. But the Buddha forbade them to do so 
in whatever manner and wherever they pleased. Monks had 
to limit the size of the residences they built, and the building 
site had to be approved by the Community. If a benefactor, 
on the other hand, had a monastery built, or added some 
rooms to a monastery, he could do so without regard for 
size, but the building site still had to be approved by the 
Community. The construction of a residence was not to en¬ 
tail the destruction of plant life or of ancient sanctuaries 
belonging to other religions, and there had to be an open 
space around the building. Once the building work was com¬ 
pleted, monks were not allowed to importune the benefactor 
with requests for more rooms. These rules were intended to 
avoid making difficulties for the donor, and to encourage 
monks to keep to a simple way of life {SahghMisesa rules 6-7, 
Vin 111 144-157). 


Rules about Furniture 

Monks and nuns were allowed to use the kind of furniture 
found in households at that time. According to the Cullavag- 
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ga (Vin II150, IV 39), they had a choice of four kinds of beds 
and five kinds of mattresses to sleep on: a long bed, a bed 
with slats, with curved legs, or with removable legs. Even a 
canopy was permitted. The five kinds of mattresses were 
those made of wool, of cotton, of bark, of tina-grass, and of 
leaves. Monks and nuns could make use of chairs, stools and 
small sitting mats. Carpets also were allowed, but they had 
to be made of cotton (Vin II 150). 

As the number of followers increased, monasteries were 
given a lot of furniture. Some over-generous lay people 
chose to give the Community furniture and other things 
which did not fit in with the reqirement of a simple way of 
life. When some monks made use of these objects, people 
started to criticize them, in the following words: "Look at 
these monks, sons of the Sakyans, living in luxury like lay 
people!" The criticisms came to the Buddha's ears: he for¬ 
bade members of the Community to use certain things in the 
monasteries, such as large cushions, divans, bedspreads of 
thick fur, woollen bedspreads printed with flowers, cotton 
bedspreads printed with animal figures, bedside rugs, car¬ 
pets brocaded with gold or silk, thick woollen carpets, deer 
or leopard skins, beds with a canopy or decked with crimson 
cushions on one or both sides, and so forth (Vin 1 192). When 
King Pasenadi Kosala's grandmother died, the king gave her 
furniture to the Community, but these royal pieces did not 
conform to the rule. On the Buddha's advice, the monks 
made use of the royal sofas after cutting the legs short, and 
of the divans after removing the horsehair mattresses (Vin II 
169). Monks were forbidden to use large beds or chairs with 
legs over eight inches high {Pacittiya rule 87, nuns' PMttiya 
163); if they were higher, they had to be cut down (Vin IV 
167). Of the ten precepts applicable to novices, the ninth 
enjoined abstinence from the use of seats and beds which 
were wide and luxurious (Vin I 83-84).^ 

Here we have to ask: who owned all these goods? Had 
Buddhist monks become members of the property-owning 
class because they were given plots of land, buildings, fur¬ 
niture, and other material possessions? One might think that 
the Buddha and his disciples had renounced everything and 
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embraced the religious life, only to start living in a new 
house called “a monastery." However, a closer look at their 
life shows that there is no contradiction between renuncia¬ 
tion and accepting parks, monasteries and furniture. Monas¬ 
teries and furniture were not the private property of Bud¬ 
dhist monks and nuns. According to the Vinaya texts. King 
Bimbisara made his gift of a royal park to "the Community 
which has the Buddha at its head," as did the great banker of 
Rajagaha who had residences built for the monks. Jetavana, 
a monastery in Savatthi, was also donated to "the Communi¬ 
ty which has the Buddha at its head." Every example to be 
found in the texts shows that donations were not personal 
gifts. To express the idea of gifts to "the Community which 
has the Buddha at its head," Pali texts and donative inscrip¬ 
tions use a special phrase: "the Community of monks from 
the four corners of the world, present and absent, which has 
the Buddha at its head" {buddhapamukkha dgatdndgata cdtuddisa 
sangha) (Vin I 305, II, 147). (See Chapter 1, p. 1.) In this way 
benefactors always donated gifts to the Community without 
mention of particular persons (cf. M III 253-257). 

In the first years, there were no rules concerning common 
ownership and common use. Things were simple and clear- 
cut among the first disciples. They would come to a monas¬ 
tery, stay there, and then leave without any problem. Later 
on, however, it is said that as the number of members of the 
Community increased, some bogus "renouncers" among 
them tried to take possession of residences for themselves. 
As a result, a rule was established: "Under no circumstances 
is a monk to reserve for himself a dwelling place. Anyone 
who does this breaks the Monastic Rule" (Vin II165, IV 41). 
Furthermore, in order to prevent this kind of situation from 
arising again, the Community entrusted to a responsible 
monk the task of allocating lodgings. When monks arrived at 
a monastery, he was the one to assign them a place to stay 
(Vin II 75, IV 291). He was not to be accused of partiality or 
favoritism (Vin IV 43). 

When a monk arrived in a monastery, he had to behave so 
as not to disturb sick or aged monks {Pdcittiya rule 16, Vin IV 
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41-42, nuns' Pdcittiya 112). No monk or nun had the right to 
throw another out of the monastery {Pdcittiya rule 17, nuns 
Pdcittiya 35). No monks or nuns were allowed to reserve a 
place for themselves in two monasteries (Vin 11 207). When 
monks and nuns arrived in a monastery, they had to be 
received with the greatest courtesy; rules concerning the 
proper welcome are clearly defined in the Cullavagga (Vin 11 
208-210). The newcomers also had to show due respect. 
They were free to stay in any place belonging to the Commu¬ 
nity, as long as there was room. They had the right to make 
use of the furniture, but were required to do so with care, as 
it was common property. Before leaving, they had to put 
everything back in its place {Pdcittiya rule 14, Vin IV 38-39, 
nuns' Pdcittiya no); they were not, for example, to leave 
pieces of furniture outside in the open, but had to put them 
back inside the monastery. If they could not tidy up them¬ 
selves, they had to get someone else to do so. Before leaving, 
they had to leave everything clean and tidy {Pdcittiya rule 15, 
Vin IV 40, nuns' Pdcittiya 111). When a nun left a residence, 
she had to entrust it to the care of another nun. Nuns were 
not allowed to leave their residence, even to go begging, 
without making some such arrangement {Pdcittiya rule 48 
from the Bhikkhunt-vibhanga, Vin IV 303). 

Objects belonging to the Community could never become 
the private property of any individual person. Pdcittiya rules 
82 and 160 forbid monks and nuns respectively to distribute 
or to transfer common property (Vin IV 155). The regulations 
laid down in the Cullavagga (Vin II 169) show precisely the 
attitude of the Community toward common property in 
detail: 


There are five things, monks, which may not be transferred 
or distributed by the Community, nor by a group of two or 
three monks, nor by a monk alone. What are they? A monas¬ 
tery or building site for a monastery is the first thing which 
may not be transferred or distributed by the Community, nor 
by a group of two or three monks, nor by a monk alone. If it 
were distributed or transferred, the transaction would not be 
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valid. The monks responsible for it would have committed a 
serious offence. A residence or building site for a residence is 
the second ... (as above) ... A bed, a chair or a mattress is 
the third. . . A large copper vase, a copper jar, a copper pot, a 
razor, an axe, a hatchet or a hoe is the fourth. . . Creepers, 
bamboos, munja and babbaja grass, tina-grass,^ clay, wooden 
or earthenware objects are the fifth. . . 


So not only were the monasteries and furniture considered 
common property, but also tools and artifacts, and plants 
growing on the monastery grounds. Monks did not have the 
right to own them in person, to accept them as their own or 
to distribute them. No person or group had the authority to 
change or to debate the absolute character of this rule. In 
other words, even with the unanimous agreement of the 
Community, the above-mentioned goods were not to be 
given away or distributed. These rules give us quite a clear 
picture of the living conditions of the Buddhist "renoun- 
cers," and of their attitude toward material objects, es¬ 
pecially their residences. One important question remains: 
did the monks give up their travelling once they had the 
possibility to settle down in one place? 


Traveling as Part of a Settled 
Way of Life 

We have said that in the early days, Buddhist monks traveled 
not because it was a virtue in itself, but in order to spread the 
Doctrine, on the advice of their Master. Thus residences and 
monasteries gave them no reason to neglect the obligation to 
travel. Every speech by the Buddha, every discussion be¬ 
tween the disciples in the Sutta pitaka, and every episode in 
the Vinaya pitaka, show that the Master and his disciples still 
traveled from place to place, even though they had monas¬ 
teries at their disposal. In fact, these monasteries made their 
wandering easier: if they were tired or it was evening, 
monks could take shelter in the nearest monastery. The 
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Cullavagga (Vin II 75) depicts monks arriving in Rajagaha 
very late at night, and the monk in charge of allocating lodg¬ 
ings ready to welcome them and see to their needs. In the 
normal course of things, every residence and every monas¬ 
tery would be occupied by monks and nuns during the rainy 
season. After the Retreat, they would be on their way. Some 
would go and visit the Buddha (see Vin 1 158, 253), to ask his 
advice, to learn meditation practices, to listen to new teach¬ 
ings, or to have him answer questions concerning the Doc¬ 
trine or the Discipline. Novices would accompany their pre¬ 
ceptors, since traveling was no obstacle to their training. 
Pupils whose preceptors lived and preached the Doctrine in 
distant places also wanted to meet the Buddha. The young 
monk called Sona-Kutikanna for example, a pupil of the 
well-known Maha-Kaccana Thera, is said to have thought, 
"It is true that I have heard about the Buddha, that he is like 
this, or like that; but I have never met him face to face. I want 
to go and see him, if my preceptor wiU let me." He was 
granted permission and entrusted with an important mes¬ 
sage from his preceptor, and went from Avanti to Savatthi to 
see the Buddha (Vin I 195).^ 

After the rainy season, the Master too would have to travel 
with a large or small group of monks. Sometimes he would 
journey from one monastery to another to visit his disciples 
(Vin I 294). When the Buddha and his group traveled a long 
way, they could rest in residences close to their route. In that 
way, monasteries had become part of the Community's trav¬ 
elling lifestyle. At the same time, they became centers for lay 
disciples in the locality. 

Another piece of evidence for the fact that monks con¬ 
tinued to travel after they had been given monasteries is 
found in the traditional formula used by lay followers when 
they donated residences or monasteries to the monks: "To 
the monks from the four corners of the world, present and 
absent, who have the Buddha at their head." This clearly 
shows that monks traveled even after they were given mon¬ 
asteries, and that every monastery was open to every monk 
in the Community. A commentarial text (Mp IV 186) says 
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that even a small leaf-hut qualifies as a monastery built for 
"monks from the four corners of the world" on the following 
conditions: it contains a stupa, the Doctrine is preached 
there, monks come there "from the four corners of the 
world," wash their feet and open the door with the key, set 
up beds, spend some time there and leave when they wish. 

It is not true to say, however, that monasteries were com¬ 
pletely empty most of the time, apart from when visiting 
monks came to stay: they also housed monks who were 
permanent residents. When sick or old, a monk was not 
under the obligation to travel and was allowed to stay in one 
place for as long as he wanted. Monks with specific func¬ 
tions in the Community, the ones in charge of allocating 
lodgings for example, also had the right to settle down per¬ 
manently in a monastery. On the other hand, if someone 
was neither sick nor old, he was not encouraged to remain 
without traveling (A III 258). At the end of the Rainy Season 
Retreat, even nuns had to leave their residences; moreover, 
they had to travel a certain distance (Pacittiya rule 40 from the 
Bhikkhuni-vibhahga, Vin IV 296). To regulate nuns' travel, sev¬ 
eral rules were laid down in the Patimokkha: for example, 
Pacittiya rules 37, 38, 39 and 40 (Vin IV 294-295) dealt with 
how and where they could travel. 

Thus, it is clear that even when they had monasteries, 
monks still did not have permanent accommodation, as they 
did not give up their obligation to travel. The arrangements 
for the Community's dwelling-places, and especially the fact 
of their common ownership, were designed to avoid conflict 
with the ideal of non-attachment. 


Endnotes 

1. This is a sign that something is being donated to someone. The 
Chronicles of Ceylon tell us that during the ceremony of the 
donation of Mahameghavana to the Community, King De- 
vanampiyatissa (307-267 B.C.) poured water from a golden 
cup onto the hands of the Venerable Mahinda (Mhv Chap. 15, 
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w. 14-15, 24-25). Still today in Sri Lanka when Buddhists give 
a monastery or ground for a monastery to the Community, 
they observe this custom. 

2. The monks drew water from these wells to take baths, and 
they could keep their robes in these "rooms next to wells," 
which were small huts built alongside. 

3. Lamotte (88) pp.iyff. 

4. [For the Ten Precepts taken by novices, see Appendix 3 .] 

5. These creepers and grasses were used for ropes, basketwork, 
mattresses, and other things. 

6. [The content of this message is described in Chapter 3, pp. 53- 

4] 
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Chapter 3 

Clothing 


Just as a bird takes its wings with it wherever it flies, so the monk 
takes his robes and his begging-bowl with him wherever he goes; he is 
content with robes for his body and a begging-bowl for his 
stomach. . . 

(D I 71; M III 35; A II 209) 


The clothes worn by monks and nuns are one of the most 
important symbols of the religious life. A frequent passage in 
the Nikdya texts tells us what was worn by those who had 
renounced life in the world: "1 wish to have my hair and 
beard cut, wear kdsaya robes and leave my family, going from 
home to homelessness." The phrase kdsdyavatthdni refers to 
the usual dress of renouncers at the time of the Buddha; but 
it is not clear immediately what it means: the Pali adjective 
kdsaya denotes the color yellow or ochre, and the term vat- 
thdni denotes materials, clothes or robes. What were these 
ochre-colored materials or robes? What were their dimen¬ 
sions? The texts do not say. The color ochre was probably the 
only specific trait common to the robes of ascetics at the time 
of the Buddha. 

Many passages from the Vinaya show that there was a 
well-defined way of dressing in Buddhist monasticism. In 
fact, rules on this subject were much more numerous that 
rules about lodgings and food. In the Pdtimokkha, 19 Nissag- 
giya Pdcittiya rules and 7 Pdcittiya rules deal with clothing. In 
the Mahdvagga, three chapters are devoted to specific details 
about clothing. These rules seem to have been established at 
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a definite stage in the evolution of the Community: accord¬ 
ing to the Vinaya, they date from about twenty years after the 
Buddha's Enlightenment. According to the Mahavagga, dur¬ 
ing the first twenty years the Buddha and his disciples wore 
a robe called patrisukula civara (Vin I 289), a garment made of 
rags. In other religious systems, some ascetics wore gar¬ 
ments made of grass or of tree bark, others were clothed in 
hair, in owl feathers, or deer skins (Vin I 305). Yet others, for 
example the Nigantha, disciples of Jina Mahavira and the 
Acelaka, remained completely naked (Vin I 282). The mem¬ 
bers of the Buddhist Community, however, and its founder, 
were not willing to acknowledge nudity as a virtue, nor to 
imitate the mode of dress of any other ascetics. This is why 
they adopted a costume made up of rags that they had col¬ 
lected. The Mahavagga does not explain the size of this robe 
nor how many pieces it was made of. 

According to the Vinaya, two kinds of rag were used to 
make up the garments of Buddhist monks. Some were pieces 
of cloth collected in burial-grounds, others were scraps of 
material gathered in streets and near shops. We do not know 
where the first kind came from; perhaps they were the 
clothes corpses had been dressed in, or perhaps people 
threw them away in cremation-grounds specifically for as¬ 
cetics to gather. The Vinaya describes how traveling monks, 
in the first years of the Community, would collect rags in 
cremation-grounds which they chanced to find on their way. 
It is possible that people deliberately threw pieces of material 
there for that purpose. However, the fact that monks used 
rags gathered in cremation-grounds did not mean that they 
wore dirty garments, or saw a special virtue in doing so. On 
the contrary, the Vinaya describes them washing the rags 
before using them. We do not know the origin of the pieces 
of cloth that monks collected in streets and in front of shops 
either. Perhaps they were old and worn out, perhaps they 
were thrown away on purpose for the monks to use. In any 
case, Buddhist monks wore garments made of rags; this kind 
of costume probably constituted a simple and economical 
solution. For lodgings and food monks relied on lay fol- 
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lowers, but they do not seem to have asked them for clothes 
directly. 

Twenty years after the beginning of the Community, an 
incident occurred which made it possible for monks to accept 
the robes and pieces of cloth given to them by lay people, as 
is described in the Mahavagga (Vin I 280): 

In those days, every monk would wear rag-robes. One day 
when the Blessed One was in Rajagaha, he fell ill. He was 
examined by the royal doctor, called jTvaka-Komarabacca,^ 
and recovered thanks to the medicine that he prescribed. 
Soon afterwards, Jivaka came back to visit him, bringing a 
piece of costly fabric which he wished to give to the Buddha, 
and told him: "Blessed One, you wear only a rag-robe and 
the Community follows your example. Now, Blessed One, 
this fabric called Siveyyaka^ which I was given by King Paj- 
jota is of the highest quality. I beg you. Blessed One, to accept 
these two pieces of fabric to make a robe for yourself. I also 
beg you to allow the Community to accept pieces of material 
given by lay people." The Buddha accepted the fabric given 
by the royal doctor, and on this occasion addressed the 
monks in the following words: "Monks, I allow you to accept 
pieces of material given by lay people, and to wear the robes 
made from them. Monks, I allow you to wear robes given by 
lay followers, or to continue wearing rag-robes." 

Henceforth, the dress of Buddhist monks and nuns began to 
be governed by rules; before this declaration, according to 
the Vinaya, there were no specific rules about rag-robes. 

Did Buddhist monks, in accepting donations from their 
followers, deviate from the path of renunciation? One might 
wonder why the Buddha accepted JIvaka's offer. It was prob¬ 
ably in his capacity as a doctor that Jivaka intervened in the 
matter of clothing, out of consideration for the physical 
health of the Buddha and of his disciples. Although the Vin¬ 
aya does not say so, the circumstances in which Jivaka 
brought the fabric to the Buddha suggest that there was a 
link between the Buddha's illness and the new robe. More- 
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over, as the number of monks increased, it probably became 
difficult to find enough rags for everybody. It was right and 
proper to allow other ways of obtaining material to make 
robes. It looks as if the Master was only waiting to be asked 
by devotees to allow monks to wear robes given by lay 
people. If the Buddha and his disciples had started from the 
first days to beg for robes made with unused pieces of mate¬ 
rial, and to accept them, this would undoubtably have hin¬ 
dered their popularity. Twenty years later, a large enough 
number of devotees accepted that wearing a robe made up of 
pieces of material given by lay people was no obstacle on the 
path of inner progress; and so they asked the Buddha and 
his disciples to wear the robes they had given them, or to use 
material they had given. For the Buddha, the time was now 
ripe to change the habits of the Community and accept un¬ 
used fabrics to make monastic garments. However, monks 
did not give up their costume made of rags completely. If he 
so desired, a monk could still wear rag-robes, but new rules 
were laid down to specify their precise dimensions and color, 
following those applying to robes given by lay followers. 

As for the general appearance of the robes, some scholars 
think that at first the dimension and shape of the Buddhist 
monks' costume were not very different from those of lay 
people. A monk called Upananda wanted to get one of the 
pieces of material worn by the son of a great banker in Savat- 
thi (Vin III 2io). If the clothes of the banker's son had not 
been similar to those of monks, the argument has it, then 
Upananda would not have been able to make his request. In 
my opinion, this anecdote does not offer conclusive proof 
that the garments worn by monks and by lay people were 
similar. Upananda did not ask for that piece of material in 
order to dress in some unusual fashion; he wanted to make a 
robe fit for a monk with it, following the dimensions and 
shapes specified in the rules of the Vinaya. It is logical to 
assume that after he permitted monks to accept fabric and 
robes given by lay followers, the Buddha imposed specific 
rules for monks' clothes. It is hard to believe that renouncers. 
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used to rag-robes, could have adopted clothes exactly similar 
to those of lay people. 

According to the Mahdvagga, the monk's costume com¬ 
prised three pieces, or rather three robes: one with a lining, to 
be worn as an outer cloak if need be, and called sahghdti, one 
without a lining, called uttardsahga, worn as a toga, and one 
used as underclothing, the antardvdsaka. The three robes 
were still symbolically related to the rag-robe: just as rag- 
robes were made of pieces of cloth sewn together, so also the 
robes given by lay followers would have to be made of sever¬ 
al pieces of cloth sewn together. Buddhist monks were not 
allowed to wear a robe made from a single, uncut piece of 
material. So a piece of cloth given by lay followers could not 
be used immediately; it had to be cut into several pieces 
following the dimensions specified in the Vinaya, and these 
had then to be sewn together. Only when the original piece 
of material, whatever its size, had been cut up and sewn 
according to the prescribed dimensions, did it become a suit¬ 
able robe. One day the Buddha asked the venerable Ananda 
to create a pattern for monk's robes, modeled on a field of 
rice in Magadha country which was divided into sections by 
banks of earth. With great care Ananda prepared a pattern 
following this model, and the Buddha accepted this robe as 
suitable for his disciples. In order to make such a robe, it was 
necessary first to cut up the material into several pieces (Vin I 
287). 

The three monastic robes were rectangular. ^ So why, one 
may ask, did monks cut up a new piece of cloth into several 
smaller ones, to make their robe? Why did they not use a 
piece of cloth of the right dimensions which they would not 
have to cut up? The idea was to reduce the original value of the 
cloth to a minimum: even a very costly piece of material loses 
its commercial value when it is cut up in small bits. Monks 
were indeed given valuable fabrics by lay followers: they 
could not refuse costly pieces of cloth which were not suitable 
for them, but they could destroy their commercial value be¬ 
fore using them. In that way they transformed them into 
clothes in keeping with the spirit of renunciation; and these 
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clothes were not "suitable for lay people, nor for thieves" 
(Vin 1 209). (On several occasions, however, monks' robes 
were stolen by enemies of the Community (Vin 1 283-298, 111 
211, IV 119).) 

Nuns also wore three robes similar to the monks', with 
two extra pieces: a vest called samakaccikd, and a bathing 
garment called udakasdtikd (Vin II272, IV 280-282). Nuns were 
forbidden to go to a town or village without a vest {Pdcittiya 
rule 96 from the Bhikkhuni-vihhahga, Vin IV 345), to bathe 
naked (Pdcittiya rule 21, Vin IV 276; see Vin 1 293, II280), or to 
wear dirty robes (Pdcittiya rule 47, Vin IV ^24). 

According to the Vinaya texts and some stories from the 
Nikdyas, the color of ascetics' clothes was usually ochre or 
yellow. Therefore, the rag-robes worn in the first years of the 
Community must have been that color; but there is no rule 
which lays down the correct color for robes in general. Some 
rules, however, do specify which colors are unsuitable. The 
Mahdvagga (Vin 1 306, see Vin II268) tells of some monks who 
tried, in the first days of the Community, to wear blue, 
brown, yellowish brown, pale yellow, dark yellow, crimson 
or even black robes. As lay followers criticized these colors, 
the Master forbade monks and nuns to wear them. They 
were not allowed to wear white either. The Mahdvagga (Vin I 
281) gives a list of permitted dyes: they were made from 
roots, tree-bark, leaves, flowers and stalks. One or more of 
these ingredients would be put in a big pot with boiling 
water, until the water became the right color. This process of 
dyeing was also intended to reduce the commercial value of 
the original piece of cloth. 


The Kinds of Fabric Used 

Once permission had been given, the Community received 
different kinds of material from lay people. On this subject, 
the Buddha was more broad-minded than the other religious 
leaders of his time. He did not hesitate to accept even costly 
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fabrics. He allowed his disciples to make use of six kinds of 
material: linen, cotton, silk, wool, coarse linen and hemp 
(Vin I 281). The first four were regarded, even in the Bud¬ 
dha's time, as valuable, and were given to the Community 
by wealthy followers (see A IV 394). For the Buddha, the 
quality of fabric did not represent a major obstacle on the 
path of renunciation. In any case, monks' robes were not rich 
garments, since they were made up of several pieces. How¬ 
ever, monks were not allowed to incite weavers to make 
them better, more beautiful pieces of cloth {Nissaggiya Pacittiya 
rule 27, nuns' Nissaggiya Pacittiya 28). Monks were only al¬ 
lowed to have cloth woven for them if the weavers were de¬ 
vout followers of the Community or very close members of 
their own family (Vin III 256-260). Nuns were not allowed to 
weave fabrics themselves (Pacittiya rule 43 from the Bhikkhuni- 
vibhahga, Vin IV 299). 


The Robe Called "Kathina-cIvara" 

The seventh chapter of the Mahavagga is entirely devoted to 
the description of this robe, or rather of both the robe and 
the ceremony involving it. They are specifically related to the 
Rainy Season Retreat. According to the Mahavagga (Vin I 
253), they first appeared when a group of monks came from 
Saketa to visit the Buddha in Savatthi, just after the Rainy 
Season Retreat. Their robes were dirty, stained, spoiled and 
threadbare, because they had traveled from Saketa on mud¬ 
dy roads and sometimes in the rain. The Buddha saw that 
they needed new robes and decided to allow his disciples to 
accept a robe or a piece of cloth at the end of the Rainy 
Season Retreat (the kathina). The literal meaning of the Pali 
term kathina is "hard"; according to the Vinaya Commentary 
the robe and the ceremony were called kathina because the 
gift of this robe was an act of merit as hard as a diamond. The 
phrase kathina-civara designates the robe given to the Com¬ 
munity by lay people at the end of the Rainy Season Retreat. 
The fabric used to make it was called kathina-vattha. Not all 
the pieces of cloth brought by lay people on that occasion 
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were regarded as kathina-vattha, but only those which the 
Community approved for the robe. To be approved, a fabric 
had to fulfill the following conditions: 

a) It had to be new. Pieces of cloth used to cover over a 
corpse or left in cremation-grounds or in the streets were 
unsuitable. However, a robe which had been worn by an 
individual monk, or a piece of cloth which had been used by 
a lay person, male or female, could be accepted as kathina- 
vattha if it was undamaged and conformed to the rules. 

b) the donor or donors had to make the gift of their own 
free will; monks were not allowed to obtain the cloth by 
means of hints or praise, and stiU less by means of flattery, 
insinuation or threat. 

c) Last, the cloth had to be prepared, by being well cleaned 
and then stretched out by someone formally appointed to do 
so by the Community; it had also to be measured, and to have 
an edge and a proper hem. 

Once the cloth was prepared and approved by the Com¬ 
munity as kathina-vattha, it could be used to make a robe. If 
the robe was of the correct size and shape, it would be ac¬ 
cepted as kathina-civara by the Community. The dimensions 
and appearance of the kathina<wara were not different from 
those of the other robes, but it was offered to the Community 
at the end of the Rainy Season Retreat, during a ceremony 
involving lay followers: they attended the dedication ritual, 
which provided them with an opportunity to earn merit, and 
was an important ritual occasion. The monks and nuns tak¬ 
ing part in the ceremony represented the Community, and 
would give such robes to those who had spent the Retreat 
according to the rules. For monks, the ceremony represented 
a formal act of the Community; for lay people, it symbolized 
the culminating point of their hospitality towards the monks 
during the rainy season. 


The Meaning of Monastic Dress 

As we mentioned above, in the first days of the Community, 
the Buddha and his disciples wore robes made up of rags 
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they had collected. Such garments symbolized detachment 
and the humble way of life adopted by the renouncers of the 
new Community; when they accepted gifts from laity, they 
made use of them in the spirit of renunciation. But Buddhist 
monastic dress did not conform to the notion of detachment 
held by renouncers of other religious systems. As we have 
seen, some ascetics wore tree bark or animal skins, others 
even practiced nakedness as a sign of detachment. As in the 
matter of food and lodgings, the Buddha did not want to 
adopt extreme solutions in the matter of dress. He knew from 
experience that such practices were not conducive to inner 
progress. Even rag-robes were not a mark of extremism. They 
were the best and easiest solution to the problem of dress, 
given the religious context of the time. When the situation 
changed, the Buddha did not hesitate to adopt a better solu¬ 
tion; gifts from lay people. 

In order to safeguard the spirit of religious detachment, he 
forbade monks to decorate or color their robes in several 
rules found in the Cullavagga (Vin II 136). If a monk deco¬ 
rated his robe, by adding gold or silver trimmings, he was 
guilty of breaking the law. This prohibition insured that their 
uniform mode of dress put all members of the Community, 
including novices, on an equal footing. In addition, the Bud¬ 
dha clearly forbade his disciples to take an interest in fashion 
and indulge in vanity. Neither monks (Vin II 106) nor nuns 
(Vin IV 338-340) were allowed to wear ornaments. The rules 
laid down in the Cullavagga (Vin II 107) forbade the use of 
combs, mirrors or ointments to monks, as they shaved their 
heads completely. Monks and nuns were forbidden ever to 
let their hair grown longer than two inches. This practice 
obviously embodied the rejection of all worldly frivolities. 

On one hand the Buddha was opposed to ascetic aus¬ 
terities; on the other hand, he rejected fashion and vanity. 
He forbade monks to accumulate clothes, as this was con¬ 
trary to the spirit of the religious life; he limited them to three 
robes. This restriction was necessary as some monks wanted 
to possess a large number of robes. According to the Ma- 
havagga (Vin I 288), when the Buddha was traveling between 
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Rajagaha and Vesali, he saw some of his disciples carrying 
bundles of robes on their shoulders, and thought to himself: 
"These stupid men give too much importance to the details 
of their costume. It would be a good idea if I were to set a 
limit to the number of robes that a monk may possess." So 
the Buddha allowed monks three robes out of consideration 
for their physical well-being, but forbade them any more. If a 
monk already possessed three, he was not allowed to accept 
another, unless it was a kathina robe. If a monk was given 
any robes, he was obliged to share them among those whose 
robes were worn out, or to donate them to the monastery's 
store. Rules and advice concerning the Buddhist monk's 
dress expressed and reinforced the spirit of detachment from 
material values. 

The Master valued detachment from material things, but 
he was also concerned with the physical well-being of his 
disciples. The dress of Buddhist monks and nuns was in no 
way a form of penance. In their eyes, clothes were a means 
to "protect the body against cold, heat, mosquitoes, insects 
and the wind" (MI lo). Why then did the Buddha think that 
three robes were necessary to his disciples' physical well¬ 
being (four, in a sense, as one of them, the sahghdti, was 
double)? In the following story from the Mahdvagga (Vin I 
288), he gives these reasons: 


In those days, monks, during the cold winter months, when 
it rained and snowed, I was in the open air wearing a single 
robe. I did not feel cold. After the first part of the night, 
however, I felt cold. I put on a second robe. Then I did not 
feel cold any more. After the second part of the night, I felt 
cold again. I put on a third robe. Then I did not feel cold any 
more. At the end of the night, at sunrise, in the bright light, I 
felt cold. I put on a fourth robe. Then I did not feel cold any 
more. At that moment, monks, I thought to myself: "Sons of 
good family who live according to the Doctrine and the Disci¬ 
pline, who might catch a cold or are afraid of the cold, can all 
protect themselves with three robes." I allow you, monks, 
three robes: sahghdti, uttardsahga, and antardvdsaka. 
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Later on, around ten years before the Buddha's death, De- 
vadatta^ asked the Master to enact a rule to make rag-robes 
the obligatory dress for his monks once and for all. The 
Buddha rejected Devadatta's proposition (Vin 11 196), one of 
the reasons being his concern for his disciples' comfort. Some 
ascetics of that time regarded lack of comfort as a positive 
and important value, but the Buddha had rejected extreme 
asceticism. According to his doctrine of "the middle way," 
luxury was to be rejected, but a certain level of comfort was 
deemed necessary. The same attitude is apparent in connec¬ 
tion with lodgings and food. If an element of comfort does 
not become an obstacle to the life of renunciation, Buddhist 
monasticism does not hold it to be unsuitable for renoun- 
cers. On the contrary, in several cases the Buddha indicated 
that discomfort can actually hinder inner progress. The rules 
that he decreed on the matter of monastic dress express his 
concern for the physical well-being of his disciples. 

It must be emphasized that the necessity to differentiate 
Buddhist monks from the ascetics of other religious systems 
was also a motivation in the choice of such clothes. When the 
small Community around the Buddha expanded, it became 
necessary to institute a specific code of conduct for its mem¬ 
bers, in all areas of life, in order to distinguish them from 
other ascetics. In this matter, lay followers played an impor¬ 
tant part. Through their criticism or praise, the benefactors 
of the Community encouraged monks to behave differently 
from other renouncers. When they noticed a monk behaving 
badly, they would say; "there, you see, these monks, sons of 
the Sakyans, behave just as badly as other ascetics." When, 
on the contrary, they saw a monk behave rightly, they would 
say that the monks, sons of the Sakyans, exemplified "right 
behavior, true behavior, just behavior," etc. Such phrases are 
repeated in several passages in the Nikaya texts as well as in 
the Vinaya. 

The Buddha seems to have wanted to maintain a distinc¬ 
tion between his disciples' dress and that of other ascetics. 
One finds an example of this in the Mahdvagga (Vin 1 305): a 
disciple admired the virtues of the naked ascetics and asked 
the Buddha permission to practice nakedness. He explained 
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his intention in the following words: "Blessed One, you have 
praised in several ways those who are moderate in their 
desires, who are contented with little. You also praised those 
who have uprooted their defilements, who have tamed their 
passions, who are full of energy and devotion. Nakedness, 
Blessed One, is an efficient method, in various respects, to 
become moderate and contented with little, to uproot defile¬ 
ments, to tame the passions, to become pure, devoted and 
ardent. It would be good. Blessed One, to prescribe this 
practice for the whole Community." The Master immediately 
rejected his proposition. "This is not true, ignorant man," he 
said. "Nakedness would not be suitable for monks, but un¬ 
worthy of them. This is not the right thing to do. How could 
you, ignorant man, adopt nakedness as it is practiced by 
other ascetics?" Clearly, nakedness was not acceptable to the 
Buddha because he deemed it unsuitable for monks; more¬ 
over, it was a practice common among other ascetics which 
people criticized. On other occasions, the Buddha forbade 
monks not only to practice nakedness as a virtue, but even to 
bathe naked in public (Vin II121; for nuns, Pdcittiya rule 21). 
Other ascetic modes of dress were also prohibited to Bud¬ 
dhist monks and nuns (Vin I 305). 

Without a distinctive dress, they risked being confused 
with other ascetics. There are several stories in which Bud¬ 
dhist monks were mistaken for naked ascetics: once when 
some of them were bathing naked (see Vin I 291), and an¬ 
other time when they had their robes stolen by some high¬ 
way robbers between Saketa and Savatthi (Vin III 211-212). 
As we saw before, monks were not allowed to ask lay people 
for robes or pieces of cloth unless they were very close rela¬ 
tives or devoted followers. This is why, after their robes had 
beens stolen, the monks had to carry on their way naked, as 
they could not find the right people to ask for clothes. When 
he heard about this incident, the Master modified the rules 
in the following words: 

Monks, when robes are stolen or destroyed, in that case, I 

allow you to ask some from any man or woman, even if they 

are not close relatives or devoted followers. If this happens 
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near a monastery, you must go there and take a robe from 
that monastery (vihara-cwara^), or a bed cover, or a piece of 
cloth used as a carpet or as a mattress-cover. I allow you to 
use them for a temporary period. . . If there is no monastery 
in the vicinity, or if you cannot find a robe there or . . . (as 
above), in that case you must cover yourself temporarily with 
grass or leaves. In no case must you go naked. If a monk goes 
naked, he is guilty of breaking the law" 

(Vin III 212). 


One can see how vigorously confusion with other "re- 
nouncers," especially the naked ascetics, was avoided in 
Buddhist monasticism. Monks were not allowed to give the 
Ordination, whether minor or major, to candidates who 
came without begging-bowl and without a complete outfit of 
three robes (Vin 1 90, cf. M III 247). If a naked ascetic asked to 
be allowed into the Community, a monk had first to be desig¬ 
nated as his preceptor, and one of the preceptor's tasks was 
to find robes for the newcomer (Vin I 71). If an ascetic from 
another religious sect asked to be admitted to the Communi¬ 
ty, he had to undergo a probationary period of at least four 
months, in order to learn the behavior customary in the 
Community (Vin I 69). In this way, through their discipline 
in general, and in particular the adoption of suitable dress, 
Buddhist monks and nuns avoided being confused with 
other ascetics. 

Another specific characteristic of Buddhist monks which 
the Buddha wished them to show by their manner of dress 
was correctness. According to the Mahdvagga, a monk re¬ 
vealed his sobriety in his behavior. On all occasions when he 
had to appear before lay people outside of the monastery or 
the residence, he had to dress fully, wearing his three robes. 
The rule was laid down as follows; "No monk is allowed to 
enter the village wearing only the uttarasahga or the ant- 
aravasaka. If a monk goes there without wearing his three 
robes, he breaks the law" (Vin I 298). Monks could wear just 
one or two robes only in certain situations: when they were 
staying on their own in a residence, when they wanted to 
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cross a river, when they fell ill or were resting in a room or 
cell whose door was locked, and also while they were look¬ 
ing for a new robe. They were not to leave their robes l)dng 
anywhere, and were not to leave the monastery with only 
two robes unless they were ill or had permission from the 
Community to do so (Nissagiya Pdcittiya rule 2, Vin 111 198- 
200, nuns' Nissaggiya Pdcittiya 14). To prevent their robes 
being blown up by the wind, monks and nuns were obliged 
to knot together its two lower corners before leaving the 
monastery (Vin 11 136-137). A strip of cloth called kdya- 
bandhana served as a belt; its use was permitted by the Bud¬ 
dha after a rather comical incident. According to the Culla- 
vagga (Vin II 135), a monk was walking one day along the 
road without a belt when his undergarment fell on the floor. 
At the sight people burst out laughing and the monk felt 
very embarrassed. When he heard about it, the Master re¬ 
quired every monk to wear a belt made of cloth. Nuns were 
not allowed to leave their dwelling without a vest {Pdcittiya 
rule 96 from the Bhikkhunivibhahga, Vin IV 345). This rule was 
the consequence of an incident very similar to the previous 
one; one day a nun happened to go to a village to beg, 
without wearing her vest (or bodice). As she walked along 
the street, her top robe was blown up by the wind. People 
exclaimed, "beautiful is the breast of (this) nun!" and the 
nun, ridiculed in this way, felt very ashamed. So the Master 
forbade nuns to leave the monastery without wearing a vest. 

Any carelessness in the matter of outward appearance, 
and especially of clothes, was severely reprimanded. The 
Pdtimokkha contains 75 rules of good behavior (called sekhiya 
dhammd)-, the first ones emphasize the proprieties which 
must be observed by monks and nuns in their dress. They 
specify the following details: 


The undergarment must be properly wrapped around your 
waist. If you do not show proper care and put on your undei^ 
robe so that it hangs down at the front or back, you are guilty 
of breaking the law. You must wrap the top robe around your 
body so that both edges are in line. If you do not exercise 
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proper care and put on your top robe so that it hangs down at 
the front or back, you are guilty of breaking the law. You must 
go to people's houses (to beg) properly dressed in your robes. 

If you do not exercise proper care and go to people's houses 
when you are not properly dressed, you are breaking the 
law . . . (and so on). 

These rules of conduct were expressly prescribed not only to 
monks residing in monasteries or residences in villages or 
towns, but also to those who lived in the forest. When a robe 
was torn, it was not to be worn again before it was mended. 
For that purpose, monks and nuns were allowed to own a 
sewing kit: thread, sewing needle, a pattern for cutting 
cloth, etc. 


Rules Concerning Acceptance and 
Possession of Robes 

As the Community gained in popularity, and as the Buddha 
gave monks permission to accept robes or pieces of cloth 
from lay people, all kinds of fabrics accrued to the Communi¬ 
ty. The Mahavagga (Vin I 280) tells of the enthusiasm with 
which lay followers responded to the Buddha's permission: 

When the people from the town of Rajagaha heard that the 
Buddha had allowed monks to accept robes given by house¬ 
holders {gahapati-civara), they were overcome with joy and 
excitement: "now we will give robes, and we will gain mer¬ 
it! . . ." In a single day, several thousand robes were given to 
the Community in the town of Rajagaha. People living in the 
surrounding countryside, when they heard of the permission 
given by the Buddha, also gave several hundred robes to the 
Community. 

As in the case of lodgings and food, lay people believed that 
giving robes to monks and nuns would earn them merit. At 
the end of a sermon by the Buddha or his disciples, followers 
would express their satisfaction with gifts of robes or cloth 
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(see M II 117). One day the wives of king Udena from 
Kosambi came to hear the venerable Ananda preach the Doc¬ 
trine, and at the end of his sermon, they gave him five hun¬ 
dred robes. When the king heard of this, he was annoyed by 
their prodigality, and politely asked Ananda what was the 
use of such a great quantity of robes. Ananda told him that 
the robes would be distributed among those monks who 
needed them and that they would make use of them with the 
utmost ingenuity, first as robes and then in many other 
ways, until they were worn down to shreds only good 
enough to mop the floor. The king was delighted with this 
answer and gave Ananda another five hundred robes (Vin II 
291). This story indirectly shows how monks were to get as 
much use as possible out of the robes given by lay people. 

The generosity of lay people increased rapidly, and monks 
received large quantities of gifts every day. Rules had to be 
established in order to prevent abuse of this kindness, and to 
make clear how to benefit from it correctly and appropri¬ 
ately. The basic and general rule was that monks and nuns 
were not allowed to ask for robes or material from anyone, 
man or woman. In the Bhikkhu-vibhahga (Vin III 210-212), 
seven special amendments further specify this general rule. 
In no case, even if he had not received enough cloth to make 
a robe, was a monk allowed to make suggestions or de¬ 
mands. He was not allowed to make his preferences known 
in the matter of robes or fabrics, nor to seek the help of 
several benefactors in order to obtain a better robe (Vin III 
216). Nissaggiya Pacittiya rule 10 forbade monks {Nissaggiya 
Pdcittiya 20 for nuns) to accept money in place of a robe. If a 
lay follower offered money to a monk, the latter had to desig¬ 
nate a servant who would accept the money for him and use 
it in a way which respected the donor's intention. The monk 
was not allowed to tell the servant what kind of robe he 
preferred. If the servant did not perform the transaction ac¬ 
cording to the wishes of the benefactor, if, for example he 
did not give the monk a robe, the monk was not allowed to 
quarrel with him (Vin III 218-222). Monks were not allowed 
to ask for cloth or yarn {Nissaggiya Pdcittiya 26, Vin III 256, 
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nuns' Nissaggiya Pacittiya 27). If a benefactor gave some yam 
to a weaver for a robe, the monk for whom it was intended 
was not allowed to bribe or otherwise influence the weaver 
in order to obtain a robe to his taste. 

All these different regulations were not simply designed to 
protect monks from the overbearing generosity of some lay 
people. They were also laid down in order to safeguard the 
essential spirit of renunciation through detachment from ma¬ 
terial things. Monks and nuns were not allowed to own 
more robes than was strictly necessary, and the use of an 
extra robe was an offense (Nissaggiya Pacittiya rule 1, Vin III 
195, nuns' Nissaggiya Pacittiya 13).^ If a monk accepted an 
extra robe, he was allowed to give it to another monk who 
needed a new one (that is, whose own robe was old or worn 
out). Once a monk had promised a robe to another monk in 
this way, he was not to make use of it any more (Vin IV 121), 
but had to hand it over within a maximum of ten days (Vin I 
289, III 193). In the same way, it was not permitted to keep a 
piece of cloth given for a robe for more than thirty days (Vin 
III 203). Many rules emphasize the fact that monks should 
limit themselves to three robes. 


Private Property and Communal Property 

Monks' lodgings and furniture belonged to the Community, 
but clothes belonged to those who wore them. Monks were 
allowed to accept lay people's gifts of robes in their own 
name. Their three robes were regarded as their personal 
property. All new robes were to be marked so as to be recog¬ 
nizable by their owners (Pacittiya rule 59, Vin IV 120, nuns' 
Pacittiya 140). As for gifts of cloth, monks and nuns were not 
only allowed to accept them for themselves, they were also 
allowed to make a personal present of them to their father or 
mother if they were old or poor (Vin I 297). Although the 
robes worn by each monk were regarded as his personal 
property, monks were in the habit of exchanging robes. The 
Buddha himself gave his old robe to his disciple Maha-Ka- 
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ssapa in exchange for Maha-Kassapa's new one. The disciple 
gave it to him and accepted the Master's old robe with great 
respect (S II121). The venerable Ananda also wore for a few 
days a robe belonging to the venerable Sariputta (Vin I 289). 
Nuns were also allowed to exchange robes among them¬ 
selves {Nissaggiya Pdcittiya rule 3 from the Bhikkum-vibhahga), 
but they could not revoke the exchange once it was com¬ 
pleted (Vin IV 246). The same rule applied to monks {Nissag¬ 
giya Pdcittiya rule 25, Vin III 254). Nuns were forbidden to 
wear another nuns's robe without her permission {Pdcittiya 
rule 25, Vin IV 281). 

As people gave more and more robes to the Community, it 
became necessary to establish rules about communal owner¬ 
ship of them; the story of how these rules came to be laid 
down is told at length in the Mahdvagga. In many respects, 
this account is parallel to that of the development of regula¬ 
tions about food which occurred during times of famine in 
Rajagaha. As monks were limited to three robes, and would 
not accept any extra robes presented to them, lay people grew 
discontented and started to criticize their attitude. When he 
heard this, the Buddha decreed that a monk should be ap¬ 
pointed to be in charge of receiving robes given by lay people. 
The monks who were first elected to be responsible for accept¬ 
ing gifts left them unattended in various places, where they 
became damaged, so that again people criticized them. The 
Master then decreed that a monk should be appointed to look 
after the robes. They kept them in the shade, at the feet of 
trees or in tree-hollows, as they were not allowed to keep 
them inside the monastery; but the robes were eaten by rats 
and white ants, and once more people criticized the monks. 
So the Master allowed them to set aside a room inside the 
monastery to store the robes. But the robes which were de¬ 
posited there with the approval of the Community in time 
became spoiled. So the Buddha allowed monks to appoint a 
monk to be in charge of the store. Robes given to the Commu¬ 
nity piled up in the store, but there was nobody to distribute 
them. Finally the Buddha allowed monks to appoint a monk 
responsible for distributing the robes, and for sharing them 
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out among those members of the Community who needed 
them. A monk had to possess five qualities to be elected to 
these offices by the Community: he had to be one who would 
not distribute robes incorrectly, through partiality, hatred, 
fear or stupidity, and who knew what should and should not 
be done (Vin I 283-285). 

Extra robes were regarded as common property. No monk 
was allowed to use them, distribute them or give them away 
on his own authority. Lay followers became more and more 
accustomed to give robes or cloth to the Community rather 
than to individual monks. The Buddha encouraged this 
trend. One day, his step-mother, Mahapajapati GotamI, 
brought him a piece of costly material as a gift; but instead of 
accepting it for himself, the Buddha insisted that she should 
give it to the Community, explaining to her that a gift to the 
Community is always better that a gift to an individual per¬ 
son (M Ill 253-254). Monks were not allowed to take for 
themselves anything given to the Community (Nissaggiya 
Pacittiya rule 30, nuns' Nissaggiya Pacittiya 30). This rule was 
established after a monk tried to claim for himself some fab¬ 
rics given to the Community (Vin III 265). 


Dress Accessories 

BATHING ROBES 

It was improper for monks and nuns to bathe naked. At the 
request of Visakha, a great benefactress of the Community, 
the Buddha ruled that nuns should wear a bathing-robe 
{udakasatika) when bathing. Furthermore, the Mahdvagga tells 
us that Visakha was always ready to provide nuns with 
cloth for bathing-robes (Vin I 293). In her opinion, "naked¬ 
ness in a woman was shameful and blameworthy," so she 
made the following proposition to the Buddha: "Blessed 
One, I wish for the rest of my life to provide nuns with 
bathing-robes." The rule forbidding nuns to bathe naked 
{Pacittiya 21, Vin IV 278, cf. Vin I 293) was established as a 
result of an incident at the River Aciravati, where the sight of 
young nuns bathing had displeased some people. 
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Visakha also criticized nakedness in men (Vin I 297). She 
wished to provide monks with rain garments (vasakasatika), 
which seem also to have been used for bathing. They were to 
be made one month before the beginning of the rainy season 
{Nissaggiya Pacittiya rule 24, Vin III 252); this has led some 
scholars to think that they were used only during the rainy 
season, as an extra robe against the rain. However, the cir¬ 
cumstances in which "rain garments" were first used sug¬ 
gest that they were in fact intended for bathing: the Buddha 
recommended them after some monks had bathed naked in 
the yard of the Jetavana monastery during the rainy season. 
When she heard about it, Visakha offered to provide monks 
with "rain garments," and the Buddha accepted (Vin I 292).^ 
The rule established a limited period during which rain gar¬ 
ments were to be made, one month before the rainy season; 
the intention seems to have been to prevent monks from 
seeking new fabrics all year round. 

Monks and nuns suffering from skin diseases were permit¬ 
ted to use another small piece of cloth, called kaydupatichadi 
in the Vinaya, measuring 3' by 2'3" {Pacittiya rule 90, Vin IV 
295, nuns' Pacittiya 165). Once when the Master was making 
a tour of monasteries and residences with the venerable 
Ananda, he saw that the beds were rather dirty. He allowed 
monks the use of a piece of cloth to protect their bodies, as 
well as their robes and beds; at first it was to measure i'6" by 
i'2" {Pacittiya 89, Vin IV 171), but soon afterwards, the Mas¬ 
ter modified the rule and permitted the use of sheets of 
adequate dimensions (Vin I 295). 

GARMENTS AND MATERIAL MADE OF WOOL 

Soon after the Buddha had allowed monks to accept robes 
and fabrics, the Community was given a woollen coat, along 
with a silk coat and a fleecy coverlet. The Buddha permitted 
monks to accept them (Vin I 281). One day it happened that 
Jivaka Komarabacca, the royal doctor, brought the Buddha a 
piece of woollen material sent by the king of the Kasi coun¬ 
try. The Buddha accepted it and at the same time allowed 
monks to accept woollen material, to be used for winter 
robes. Monks and nuns could also use blankets, but to in- 
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sure moderation their value had to be limited. Nuns looking 
for a winter blanket had to find one worth less that i6 ka- 
hdpana, and one worth less than lo kahdpam for the other 
seasons. (A kahdpam was a unit of money: see Chapter 5; pp. 
85-6). A nun using a more costly blanket committed an of¬ 
fense (Nissaggiya Pacittiya rules 11 and 12, Vin IV 255-257). 
We do not know whether these blankets were the personal 
property of monks and nuns, nor is there any way to ascer¬ 
tain whether they took them away with them when travel¬ 
ing. It seems more likely that blankets and other such articles 
were common property of the Community, to be left in mon¬ 
asteries and residences. 


SHOES 

A whole chapter of the Mahdvagga is devoted to shoes. At 
first, monks and nuns did not wear shoes: permission to 
wear them was first given to a monk called Sopa-Kolivisa 
because of a personal problem he had. He was a very 
wealthy young man who had joined the Community and 
showed great courage in his religious practice. But he had 
very delicate feet which he hurt continually in walking medi¬ 
tation, and the wounds bled on the meditation walkway. 
When he saw this, the Master allowed him to wear sandals 
made of a single strand; but being the only one in the Com¬ 
munity to enjoy such a privilege, Sona-KoUvisa was reluctant 
to wear his sandals. In order to put him at ease, the Master 
extended the rule to the whole Community (Vin I 182-184). 
This permission was modified several times later on. 

As a rule, monks were not allowed to wear sandals inside 
the monastery, including the yard and the garden. The Ma¬ 
hdvagga gives the reason for this: wearing sandals could be a 
sign of disrespect towards older monks; and the noise of 
sandals could disrupt their meditation. On the other hand if 
someone had sore feet or was ill, he could always wear san¬ 
dals, even inside the monastery (Vin 1 187, III 337). To avoid 
dirtying their beds, monks were allowed to wear sandals on 
their way to bed, after they had washed their feet. If they 
had to walk through the monastery yard in darkness, they 
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could put sandals on to avoid hurting their feet against tree 
roots. Wooden sandals or clogs, on the contrary, were strictly 
forbidden; their clatter would disrupt the monks' contempla¬ 
tion, and the wood risked hurting small living creatures. As 
for sandals made of bamboo or palm-tree leaves, they were 
prohibited because they involved the destruction of plant 
life. Monks were not to go begging with their sandals on, 
unless they were ill (Vin 1 194). Those who lived in forests or 
woods had to take off their sandals when they entered a 
village to beg. They owned a bag to carry them in (Vin II 
217). A sick monk or nun, however, was allowed to keep his 
sandals on in the village (Vin I 194, III 337). 

These permissions and prohibitions concerning shoes 
were the result of purely pragmatic and social considera¬ 
tions. Another kind of consideration led to the prohibition of 
certain types of sandals. As is related in the Mahdvagga, a 
group of monks from the town of Bhaddiya were wearing 
sandals made of grass or wood, as well as shoes decorated 
with gold, precious stones, crystal and so on. The Buddha 
asked his disciples: "How is it that these monks from Bhad¬ 
diya wear such sandals and decorated shoes . . . and neglect 
the discipline, the higher virtue, the higher concentration 
and the higher wisdom?" (Vin I 190) On this occasion, the 
Master told his disciples that to wear such shoes was not to 
follow the "middle way," and did not help inner progress. 
The Buddha forbade monks to wear decorated shoes, as well 
as multicolored sandals, even when made of a single strand 
(Vin I 185). 

The Master did not hesitate to modify the rules to make 
the life of monks and nuns easier in different climatic and 
social conditions. For example, the original rule only allowed 
sandals made of a single strand. The venerable Maha-Kac- 
cana lived in Avanti; he sent his pupil Sona-Kutikanna to the 
Buddha in Savatthi with the following request: "Blessed 
One, the earth in Avanti is black and hard, it is trampled 
down by cattle's feet. The roads are very rough, and sandals 
made of a single strand are not sufficient. It would be a good 
idea. Blessed One, to allow sandals made with more than 
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one strand." (See Chapter 2, p. 29.) The Master called the 
monks together and modified several rules, not only for 
Avanti, but for other countries as well (Vin 1 195). Thereafter 
monks were allowd to wear sandals made with several 
strands. 


PARASOLS AND WALKING STICKS 

At first monks were allowed to use a parasol; but the permis¬ 
sion was later restricted to the monastery yard as a result of 
criticisms by lay people. The use of a parasol was generally a 
sign of wealth and power in the society of that time. One 
day, a group of monks was walking along the road carrying 
parasols, when a naked ascetic ironically remarked to a lay 
Buddhist; "look, my friend, your venerables are coming 
along with their parasols, like some great dignitaries!" The 
incident led to the prohibition of parasols outside the monas¬ 
tery yard (Vin II 130). Monks and nuns who were ill, how¬ 
ever, were allowed to carry parasols even outside the monas¬ 
tery yards (Vin II131, IV 337). 

Walking sticks were only allowed in some cases. Monks 
who were weak or ill could use one if they received permis¬ 
sion from the Community to do so. They had to present their 
request in a manner formally laid down in the Vinaya. Before 
a formal gathering of the Community, they had to express 
themselves respectfully in the following words: "Venerable 
ones, I am ill, I am not able to walk without a walking stick. I 
wish, venerable ones, to be accepted by the Community as 
one who needs a walking stick, and I ask your permission to 
use one" (Vin II131). The reason for this restriction is easy to 
understand; carrying a stick in the streets was a sign of 
power. A stick was also an instrument of violence and there¬ 
fore unsuitable for monks who had embraced non-violence. 
The Nikdya texts (D I 63; A II 208) describe a disciple of the 
Buddha as one who has abandoned sticks and weapons. 
Before the rule was laid down a monk with a walking stick 
had once been mistaken for a thief in a village (Vin II 131). 
The unrestricted use of a walking stick was therefore not 
allowed. 
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Endnotes 

1. This celebrated doctor, the personal physician of King Bim- 
bisara, ministered to the king himself, and also to the Buddha 
and his Community. 

2. Siveyyaka denotes a kind of material woven by the skilled wom¬ 
en of a country called Sivi. 

3. In the practice of modem Theravada Buddhist monks, their 
sizes are: 



Length 

Width 

Size 

Sahghdti 

108 in. 

72 in. 

6V4 sq. yds. 

Uttardsahga 

108 in. 

72 in. 

6V4 sq. yds. 

Antardvdsaka 

78 in. 

42 in. 

2V2 sq. yds. 


4. Devadatta was the Buddha's cousin, and became one of his 
religious disciples. Later he became more and more extremist, 
and finally left the Buddha. 

5. According to the Vinaya commentary (p.666), vihara-civara re¬ 
fers to robes left in dwellings or monasteries by lay people for 
monks who might have need of them. 

6. In certain conditions they could wear an extra robe, for a peri¬ 
od of ten days at the most. 

7. The "rain garment" is a rectangular piece of cloth measuring 
4'6" by 2'3". 
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As a bee gathers nectar from a flower and flies away without harming 

its color or scent, so is a wise man to live in a village (Dhp 49 ). 

According to the canonical texts, Buddhist monks and 
nuns embraced the religious life "after putting aside the sick¬ 
le and the flail" (M II 180 ; A III 5 ). This symbolic phrase 
means that they gave up working for a living. From the mon¬ 
astic point of view, it is not essential to earn one's living; on 
the contrary, professional work is a source of attachment to 
material things and of involvement with the world. Some 
scholars hold the view that ascetics living at the time of the 
Buddha did not engage in manual labor, and that the Bud¬ 
dha, therefore, simply conformed to the customs of other 
religious traditions in forbidding his monastic disciples to 
work. But although there were many renouncers at the time 
who did not do manual work, one should not over-gener- 
alize. Canonical texts also speak of wealthy ascetics earning a 
good living. The Jdtaka stories mention ascetics living in for¬ 
ests far away from human habitation, and surviving on roots 
and fruit; sometimes they did a little farming. Some stories 
show them tending cows for milk and butter. In fact, Bud¬ 
dhist monasticism did not forbid manual labor such as 
sweeping or repairing the monastery, for example, but any 
kind of work intended to earn a living, whether manual or 
not; any kind of lucrative work is regarded as incompatible 
with the religious life. 

According to the canonical texts, there were ascetics and 
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brahmins at the time of the Buddha who earned their living in 
various ways apart from manual labor. In the Sdmafinaphala- 
sutta (D I 67 - 69 , cf. D I 9 - 12 ) they are shown making a living 
from the interpretation of bodily signs, stars, dreams, and rat- 
inflicted wounds, from the performance of sacrifices and of¬ 
ferings of all kinds, and from the practice of various "sci¬ 
ences", of demons, snakes, auspicious building-sites, and so 
on. The Buddha regarded these things as "vulgar (literally, 
bestial) knowledge" {tiracchdna vijjd) and "wrong livelihood" 
{micchd ajiva). He asserted on several occasions that they could 
only corrupt the clarity and purity of the religious life (Vin II 
295 ; M III 75 ; A II 53 ). Earning goods and money, making a 
profit, and exploiting the miraculous powers given by inner 
progress in order to gain profit and material goods, were all 
activities condemned in Buddhist monasticism. One day, for 
example, the venerable Pindola Bharadvaja Thera displayed 
his miraculous powers to a crowd in Rajagaha, in order to win 
a sandalwood bowl placed at the top of a bamboo cane by a 
wealthy merchant of the town. Several non-Buddhist ascetics 
had failed to get hold of the bowl, but Pindola Bharadvaja 
succeeded. The spectators were very pleased, but the Buddha 
sternly criticized the behavior of his disciple: 

That was not the right thing to do. That was not the proper 
thing to do for a monk. How could you, Bharadvaja, display 
your extraordinary miraculous powers in public, all for the 
sake of a worthless wooden bowl? Just as whore exhibits 
herself for the sake of money, so you displayed your mirac¬ 
ulous powers in public for the sake of a worthless wooden 
bowl. 

As a result, the Master forbade monks to display their mirac¬ 
ulous powers (Vin II 112 ). His reasons are easy to under¬ 
stand: he did not want to encourage his disciples to gain 
material profit from the extraordinary powers conferred 
upon them by inner progress. He also wanted to prevent 
them from entering the path of inner progress in order to 
acquire miraculous powers and to use them for material prof- 
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it, like magicians. The Mahdsdropama-sutta (M I 192 ff.) states 
explicitly that the life of purity taught by the Buddha does 
not aim at profit, honor or fame. 

Other means of earning a living which lay people felt were 
suitable for ascetics were also forbidden to Buddhist monks. 
A monk intent on extreme ascetic practices had settled in a 
burial-ground; there he lived a contemplative life, feeding on 
food left under trees for their ancestors by visitors to the 
ground. He thought that his way of life showed great virtue, 
but the Buddha thought it improper, and forbade monks to 
eat food in burial-grounds (Vin IV 90 ). 

If Buddhist monks and nuns were not to work for a living 
or follow a trade, how could they feed themselves? Pdcittiya 
rule 40 (Vin IV 90 ; cf. nuns' Pdcittiya 122 ) gives us the answer: 

Monks must not eat food which they have not received 
from someone else's hands. If a monk does eat food which he 
has not received from someone else's hands, he commits an 
offense in the Pdcittiya category. 

So monks and nuns were only allowed to eat what they had 
been given. They were not to provide themselves with food. 
Even if they chanced upon some food, they were not al¬ 
lowed to eat it. In this matter they were completely depen¬ 
dent on others, like small children or hospitalized sick peo¬ 
ple. They had two ways of obtaining food: they could beg 
from house to house, or be invited to eat by lay followers. 


Begging for Alms 

We do not know whether all ascetics at the time of the Bud¬ 
dha were mendicants, begging for alms from door to door, 
but we do know that some of them were. According to the 
canonical texts, when the ascetic Gotama came to Rajagaha 
from his native country, before his Enlightenment and even 
before his period of extreme austerities, he started begging in 
the streets of the town. The Sutta Nipata (Sn 408 ) describes 


58 



Begging for alms 


how astonished the citizens of Rajagaha were at the sight of 
the new young renouncer. After his Enlightenment, Gotama 
the Buddha went to Kapilavatthu, and begged for alms with 
his disciples in front of the house of the proud Sakyans, his 
relatives. 

Although begging was not a new practice in society at that 
time, it was not regarded by aU lay people as a respect¬ 
able way of life. For example, when the Buddha was begging 
in the streets of Kapilavatthu, his father expressed disap¬ 
proval: 'begging for alms is bad for the Sakyans' reputation.' 
Once the Buddha begged at the door of a wealthy brahmin 
called Kasi Bharadvaja, who was performing a thanksgiving 
sacrifice for the harvest; instead of giving him something, the 
brahmin flew into a temper: "You shaven head! You would 
do better to work rather than beg. Look at me! I plow and 
sow; when I have plowed and sowed, I can eat. If you did 
the same, you would have something to eat" (Sn pp. 12 ff.). 
The Pinda-sutta tells us that once the Buddha was not given 
any food in a brahmin village (S i 167 ). The venerable Rat- 
thapala Thera was begging in his native town; his father, a 
wealthy householder, saw him and was saddened by the 
"wretched" circumstances of his only son's life (M II 61 ). 
When the Arahant Sariputta Thera visited his mother with 
his pupil, the novice Rahula, the old brahmin woman started 
to wail and berate her son as a garbage-eater (Dhp-a IV 164 ). 
Another brahmin angrily asked his daughter: "why do you 
give food to those shaven-headed priestlings who won't do 
any work to earn their living?" (ThI 273 ). Thus many people 
were hostile to begging, notably orthodox brahmins who 
thought it degrading. Some brahmins who joined the Com¬ 
munity in their old age did not want to beg (Vin I 57 ), but 
they had to conform to the customs of the Community. The 
Buddha believed that begging was the "right livelihood" 
{samma ajiva) for renouncers. 

Monks went in search of alms with a begging bowl (Vin II 
215 - 217 ). They would stand in silence in front of the donor's 
door: if they were given something, they were to accept it 
regardless of quality or quantity. If they were not given any- 
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thing, they were not to feel displeasure, sadness or frustra¬ 
tion. When they were given something, they were not to 
look at the donor's face, nor to try and find out whether it 
was a man or a woman. They were to wear their robes cor¬ 
rectly when begging, and the robes had to be clean. As they 
walked on their begging-round, they were to control their 
senses and practice mindfulness (Vin II 215-216, M III 293), 
and they were asked not to sit down in the donor's house 
while on a begging tour (Vin IV 94). This last rule was in¬ 
tended to prevent improper friendships arising between 
monks and their male or female benefactors. 

In lay people's eyes, Buddhist monks were not beggars or 
tramps: this was obvious from their dress and behavior. 
They were "renouncers," on the path of inner progress. 
Most of them came from rich families, having renounced 
their luxurious life. So lay people gave them food with re¬ 
spect, and addressed them in the most respectful terms. For 
their part, monks and nuns were not to prompt their bene¬ 
factors in any way; when begging, they were not to utter any 
request, nor express any preferences. Lay followers re¬ 
garded it as their duty, as lay disciples of the Buddha, to 
provide for them; and besides, they earned merit in doing 
so, for the monks and nuns represented a Community which 
was "worthy of offerings, worthy of hospitality, worthy of 
gifts, worthy of respect; the greatest field of merit in the 
world" (M III 81; A IV 406). 


Being Invited to Eat in Lay Households 

Canonical and post-canonical texts call a Buddhist monk a 
bhikkhu and a nun a bhikkhuni, that is to say a "beggar of 
alms," or a "religious mendicant."^ But this does not mean 
that they always begged for their food; they would also be 
invited to eat by lay followers. In that case, one might ask, 
why were they called bhikkhu and bhikkhuni? The term refers 
to their detachment from worldly things, rather than to actu¬ 
al begging, which is only a consequence of renunciation.^ 
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According to the canonical texts, begging was not mandato¬ 
ry; there are no rules in the Pdtimokkha which specifically 
require it. Nonetheless, all candidates for the major Ordina¬ 
tion were symbolically reminded of the custom of begging, 
in order to emphasize the simplicity of the monastic life (Vin 
1 58). 

Devadatta, in his enthusiasm for extreme practices, asked 
the Master to establish the following rule: "every monk must 
subsist simply on the alms he has received in his begging- 
bowl and no monk is allowed to accept an invitation to eat in 
someone's house" (Vin 11197). The Master refused Devadat- 
ta's proposal. He did not want to establish a rule restricting 
his disciples to begging for their subsistence. So they were 
invited to eat in lay households. When the Buddha arrived in 
Rajagaha soon after his Enlightenment, he was invited to eat 
with his disciples by king Bimbisara, and he accepted (Vin I 
38). There are many such examples in the canonical texts. 
Discussions between the Buddha and lay people often ended 
with an invitation to eat; both those who were already sup¬ 
porters of the Buddha and those whom he had defeated in 
debate would ask him: "Blessed One, may you accept to 
come and eat in my house with your disciples tomorrow." 
The Buddha accepted by remaining silent; but if he had al¬ 
ready been invited by someone else, he declined the second 
invitation (Vin 1 232). The next day, towards midday when 
the meal was ready, the host would come in person or send a 
messenger: "Blessed One, it is time, the meal is ready." Then 
the Buddha would put on his robes, take his begging bowl 
and proceed to his host's house with his disciples (D 1 109- 
110, 148; II 88, 95, 97, 126-127, etc.). 

Some lay disciples always kept their houses ready to re¬ 
ceive monks and nuns, however many there were. Every 
day, for example, Visakha-Migara-Mata, a great benefactress 
of the new Community, would feed a hundred or so monks 
who came to her house without invitation before noon (Dhp- 
a I 28). She undertook to provide food aU her life for monks 
who had just arrived at the town of Savatthi, or were passing 
through (Vin I 292). 
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It seems that the desire to earn merit was at the root of lay 
charity. People had started to invite monks and nuns to eat in 
their houses long before they would come begging to their 
doors. They saw it as a better way of earning merit than 
giving alms in front of the house. Inviting monks to eat was 
also a way of showing respect towards the Community (M II 
380). The Buddha did not fail to spell out the results of such 
acts of generosity. One day he told a high dignitary from 
Benares, who had invited him to eat: 

Friend, on the day when you invited the Community head¬ 
ed by the Buddha, on that day you earned much merit. And 
on the day when monks received a ball of rice from your 
hand, on that day you earned much merit. Heaven will be 
your reward (Vin I 223). 

How could Buddhist monks and nuns possibly remain 
faithful to their ideal of renunciation, if they were accust¬ 
omed to eat in lay households? Why did they accept these 
invitations instead of begging? From the point of view of 
Buddhist monasticism, both practices were equally good, 
since the primary rule was to eat only food received from 
others. As we saw earlier, monks were not permitted to eat 
food unless someone gave it to them {Pdcittiya rule 40, nuns' 
Pdcittiya 122). They were to accept and eat whatever was put 
in their bowl, whether they were begging from door to door 
or had been invited to eat. Thus both customs were equally 
legitimate and consistent with the rules. 

As far as invitations to eat were concerned, all the details 
were foreseen and codified in the Vinaya. A personal invita¬ 
tion was not acceptable. Lay followers could not invite one 
monk, a few monks or a group of monks; they could only 
address their invitation to the Community, which then chose 
which monks to send on such and such a day to such and such 
a house (Vin IV 71). This rule {Pdcittiya rule 32, nuns' Pdcittiya 
118), however, was modified several times as customs 
evolved. According to its last revision, there were special 
times when monks were allowed to accept invitations to eat in 
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groups of two or three: in times of sickness, when robes were 
distributed, when robes were prepared, when traveling or 
embarking on a boat, and in times of famine. Other rules from 
the Pdtimokkha established priorities among different invita¬ 
tions. After accepting an invitation, a monk who was not able 
to go had to send someone else in his stead. If he did not go 
himself and did not send someone else, and had nevertheless 
accepted another invitation, he committed an offense {Pdcit- 
tiya rule 33, Vin IV 76). 

For eating, monks and nuns always used their begging- 
bowls, whether they had begged the food or had been invit¬ 
ed to eat. The begging-bowl was a symbol of their special 
mendicancy. They, like the Buddha, used them both to re¬ 
ceive food and to eat from. They were only allowed to re¬ 
ceive alms in their bowl. This prohibition was intended to 
differentiate Buddhist monks and nuns from the members of 
other sects, some of whom had very unusual customs. The 
Cullavagga (Vin II112-114) describes some of them accepting 
food directly in their hands, others on the ground, others in 
a water jug; some even used a skull. The Buddha forbade 
these practices, and decreed that his disciples should take 
food in their bowl. The begging-bowl was to be made of iron 
or clay; gold, silver, bronze, glass, and wood were not al¬ 
lowed. When his begging-bowl became worn out, a monk 
could get another one from the Community, but the old one 
had to be clearly worn through in five different places (Ms- 
saggiya Pdcittiya 21 and 22, Vin III nuns' Nissaggiya 

Pdcittiya 24). Monks were forbidden to introduce into the 
Community someone who did not have a begging-bowl of 
his own (Vin I 90, cf. M III 247). 


The Development of Rules Concerning 

Food 

In time, as the Community increased in number, it became 
necessary to amend the first rules laid down in the Vinaya 
according to various climatic and social conditions. As a leg- 
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islator, the Buddha seems to have been prepared to consider 
any request made by members of his new Community, and 
did not hesitate to revise and amend existing rules. There 
were two reasons for this: he was always concerned with the 
well-being of his disciples, and he did not want to lead them 
on a path of extreme self-mortification. Buddhist monastic 
discipline included both prohibitions and well-defined limits 
to prohibition; this is most notable in that section of the 
Vinaya pitaka called Khandhaka (the Mahdvagga and the Culla- 
vagga). In these texts, rules about food were modified in 
three main areas: monks were appointed to take charge of 
food, permission was given to store and cook food, and spe¬ 
cial dispensations were given to those going on a journey. 

(i) Monks in charge of food. According to the Cullavagga, 
some monks were appointed by the Community to deal with 
certain problems arising in connection with food. One of the 
most important of these was the "dispenser of meals." As we 
saw above, if a lay follower wished to invite monks to eat, he 
had to address his invitation to the Community; then a cer¬ 
tain number of its members would be chosen, the ones 
deemed most suitable to go and eat at that particular house. 
No one was to choose the house at which he would eat. At 
the special times when lay followers were allowed to invite 
monks in groups of two or three (see pp. 62-3), they were 
still not allowed to choose which monks to invite. Naturally, 
these rules gave rise to conflicts between monks and even 
between lay followers. To avoid them, it was necessary to 
defer matters to a monk who would be impartial and pru¬ 
dent in coming to a judgment. Such a monk, the "dispenser 
of meals," was appointed to choose which monks to send to 
which house (Vin II 175). 

According to the Cullavagga, other monks were in charge 
of distributing rice gruel, solid food, and fruit. Lastly there 
was the "store-keeper." The responsibilities of these "super¬ 
intendent-monks" pose another question: if monks were to 
live simply on alms received while begging or when being 
invited, why did they need these officers? The answer is that 
another way of obtaining food developed in time: it could 
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also be brought to the monastery by lay followers (Vin 1220- 
21). The custom probably started in a time of hardship. 
When monks in charge of food are first mentioned in the 
Cullavagga, "at that time there was not enough food in Ra- 
jagaha, because of a drought" (Vin II 175). 

(ii) Permission to store and to cook food. At first monks did not 
store food or cook meals. After a meal, no food was kept for 
the next day. In fact, storing food was prohibited {Pdcittiya 
38). This rule was laid down as the result of a monk's misde¬ 
meanour; he was called Ballatthisisa, and often lived in a 
forest hut. As he did not want to go begging every day, he 
only went some days and then dried the rice to eat it on the 
other days. So Pdcittiya rule 38 was established: a monk who 
eats or shares food that he has kept commits a Pdcittiya of¬ 
fense (Vin IV 86; nuns' Pdcittiya 121). On the other hand, a 
sick monk was allowed to keep five kinds food, for a max¬ 
imum of a week: ghee (clarified melted butter), fresh butter, 
sesame oil, honey and molasses (Nissaggiya Pdcittiya rule 23, 
Vin III 251, nuns' Nissaggiya Pdcittiya 25). 

Cooking food was also prohibited. One day the venerable 
Ananda prepared some gruel for the Master, but was re¬ 
buked for it. The Master did not regard cooking as fit for 
monks: "Food cooked in the monastery must not be con¬ 
sumed. Monks who cook in the monastery, or who eat what 
has been cooked there are guilty of breaking the law" (Vin I 
211). However, when a famine occurred in Rajagaha, all 
these rules had to be amended. The story is recounted in the 
Mahdvagga: in that time of starvation, lay people brought 
salt, oil, husked rice and solid food to the monastery. Monks 
dried them outside the boundary of the monastery, but cats, 
mice and lizards ate them, and even thieves took some away. 
The monks told the Buddha, who answered them: "I allow 
you to dry food inside the monastery." Then the monks start¬ 
ed to dry food inside the monastery, but they still had to 
cook outside its boundary, so that the people who lived in 
the vicinity would gather around the food. The monks re¬ 
ported this to the Buddha, who said: "monks, I allow you to 
cook inside the monastery." Now, cooking food for the 
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monks was in those days the task of lay helpers, although 
monks may perhaps already have been allowed to warm up 
their food themselves. During times of famine, some lay 
helpers took some of the food given to the monks. So the 
Buddha cancelled another prohibition; "I allow you to do 
your cooking yourself; I also allow you to eat what has been 
dried and cooked in the monastery, and what you have 
cooked yourself" (Vin I 212). Thereafter, monks were able to 
cook food brought to the monastery by lay people during the 
famine. The appearance of monks responsible for distribut¬ 
ing food, the permission to store food and to cook inside the 
monastery were three ways in which the Buddha adapted 
the Monastic Rule to the shortage of food. "Store-keepers" 
were required to look after what lay followers had brought, 
sometimes from very far away. 

Monks sometimes received more food than they needed. 
In Vesali, for example, lay followers gave them too much 
food, and the monks got into the habit of sharing it with the 
ascetics of other religious systems. One day, a naked ascetic, 
a Jain monk who had received food from Buddhist monks, 
made an ironical comment about them. Lay followers heard 
him and reported it to the Buddha. At their request, he for¬ 
bade monks to give food with their own hands to ascetics 
from other religious groups (Vin IV 91). (According to Pdcit- 
tiya rule 41 (nuns' Pdcittiya 46), there is no offense if a monk 
or nun gets someone else to give the food, or if he or she 
leaves it for an ascetic to pick up.) 

(iii) Special dispensations for those going on a journey. Accord¬ 
ing to the texts of the Vinaya, at first Buddhist monks and 
nuns did not usually provide themselves with foodstuffs. 
Whether they stayed in a monastery or traveled between 
towns and villages, food was provided by lay followers. 
However, if they were to travel across large forests or des¬ 
erts, they had to take some with them. According to the 
Mahavagga, the Buddha was made aware of this necessity not 
by monks but by the great banker Mendaka. Mendaka told 
him: "Blessed one, there are roads in the desert where one 
finds little water and little food. It is not easy for monks to 
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travel there without provisions. Blessed One, it would be 
good if you were to allow monks to take food items with 
them when traveling." Mendaka was right. He made his 
request at a time when the Buddha and a large group of 
disciples were going from the town of Bhaddiya to Angut- 
tarapa. The banker had loaded food items in several carts 
and taken several helpers to prepare the food for "the group 
of monks headed by the Buddha," while they crossed the 
large forest laying between the two towns (Vin I 244). At 
Mendaka's request, the Buddha allowed the following: 

There are roads in the desert where one finds little water 
and little food; it is difficult to travel there without provisions. 
Monks, I allow you to take food items with you for traveling. 

If you need husked rice, take husked rice; if you need dwarf 
beans, take dwarf beans; if you need salt, take salt;^ if you 
need sugar, take sugar; if you need oil, take oil; if you need 
ghee, take ghee. 

This permission does not mean that monks and nuns were 
always looking for food items; in fact the text specifies that 
habitually looking for and storing food was improper. 

On the whole, monks had no problems finding food; they 
received a great deal. They were even given delicious meals. 
For example, a great banker of Rajagaha was organizing a 
meal for the Buddha and his disciples, whom he had invited 
for the next day. A great banker from Savatthi happened to 
visit him on that very day. Not knowing the reason for these 
preparations, he asked him "My friend, are you preparing 
the marriage ceremony of a son or daughter, or a great sacri¬ 
fice? Are you about to receive the king of Magadha and his 
ministers for a meal tomorrow?" (Vin II155). Similarly, when 
Keniya Jatila was preparing a meal for the Buddha and his 
disciples, the brahmin Sela asked "Are you preparing the 
marriage ceremony of a son or daughter?" (Sn pp. 104-5, cf. 
M II 146f.) As a result, other ascetics came to think that the 
Buddha's disciples were straying from the ideal of renuncia¬ 
tion; an ascetic from the Jain Community called Buddhist 
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monks "shaven-headed householders" (munda gahapati) (Vin 
IV 92). In the eyes of such critics, Buddhist monks lived in 
luxury. It is true that they did not follow a very strict regime. 
For all that, were they indulging in gluttony? Were there no 
restrictions on food in the rules? 


Restrictions on the Consumption of Food: 

(i) Rules 

Buddhist monks and nuns were only allowed to eat once a 
day: "If a monk (or nun) eats soft or solid food"^ outside the 
right time, he commits an offense from the Pacittiya catego¬ 
ry"; the "right time" was from sunrise to noon {Pacittiya 37, 
Vin IV 85, nuns' Pacittiya 120). The rule limiting meals to one 
a day applied both to fully ordained monks and nuns and to 
novices (Vin 183). This may seem a rather harsh practice: it is 
hard to go without eating from noon until the next morning. 
But it is in keeping with the general spirit of asceticism. 
Nonetheless, this does not mean that all ascetics at the time 
would have specifically abstained from eating after noon. 
Even within the Buddhist Community some monks used to 
take food in the afternoon (Vin IV 85) before the rule about 
the "right time" to eat was established. A monk called Bhad- 
dali openly declared that he could not live without a meal in 
the evening (M I 437-8). Some monks living in Kitagiri also 
ate in the evening. After the Buddha had detailed for them 
the disadvantages of eating after noon, and had established 
the rule about the "right time" to eat, they were obliged to 
limit themselves to one meal a day (M I 473ff; cf. M I 124, 
448). The Buddha told them; 

Monks, I do not eat in the evening. Because I avoid eating 
in the evening, I am in good health, light, energetic and live 
comfortably. You too, monks, avoid eating in the evening, 
and you will have good health. 

Moreover, if monks had had more than one meal a day, they 
would have wasted time begging or eating in people's 
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houses, during the day and in the evening. It would neces¬ 
sarily have become an obstacle to their religious progress. 
Besides, if monks had stood in front of houses in the dark, in 
order to receive alms, people might have been frightened. 
The Vinaya tells us how one day a woman, seeing a monk 
standing outside her house in the dark, was scared and start¬ 
ed to scream, thinking that he was a ghost (Vin II115; cf. M I 
447). 

Pdcittiya rule 39 laid down another important restriction: 
monks were forbidden to request or even to make known 
their favorite foods, and to eat any food that they might have 
received as a result of expressing such preferences; 

If a monk, who is not unwell, requests and eats delicacies 
such as curd, fresh butter, sesame oil, honey and molasses, 
fish, meat, milk, etc., he commits a Pdcittiya offense (Vin IV 
88 ). 

Eight rules, entitled "offenses involving declaration and con¬ 
fession" {Pdtidesaniya dpatti), forbade nuns to ask for specific 
foods; they too were not allowed to express their preferences 
for any food, to ask for it or to eat it (Vin IV 346-348). Four 
rules of the same category, concerning meals improperly ob¬ 
tained, applied to monks. These rules were designed to pre¬ 
vent gluttony in monks and nuns, compelling them to be 
content with what they had received, and to eat with so¬ 
briety. They were also intended to spare the Community's 
benefactors any difficulties. The aim was both to prevent 
monks and nuns from abusing their benefactors' generosity, 
and to encourage them to practice moderation. 

What were the rules concerning eating fish or meat? 
"Monks must not eat meat, if the animal has been killed 
directly for them. If they do, they are guilty of breaking the 
Rule" (Vin I 238). It is obvious from this rule that there was 
no total ban on meat eating. Some other rules from the Ma- 
hdvagga (Vin 1219) prohibit eating the flesh of certain specific 
animals: elephant, horse, lion, snake and dog. Clearly, the 
fact that there were rules prohibiting specific kinds of meat 
shows that other kinds were permitted. From an ethical 
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point of view, however, did not the permission to eat meat 
contradict the Buddhist principle of universal love? The Bud¬ 
dha exhorted monks to show love even to a dangerous en¬ 
emy: "Even were someone to be carved up limb by limb with 
a double-handled saw, if he felt hate towards his attackers he 
would not be following my teaching" {Kakactipama-sutta, M I 
129). The Sutta-nipdta says: "as a mother will risk her life to 
protect her only child, so one should develop in one's mind a 
boundless love for all living beings, for the whole world, 
above, beneath and on all sides, with infinite loving-kind¬ 
ness" (Sn 143-152). Here Buddhism preaches respect not 
only for human beings, but for all living creatures. With this 
principle in mind, how can one eat meat? Why did the Vin- 
aya rules not make vegetarianism compulsory? 

It is true that Buddhist monasticism laid stress on universal 
love. Monks were not allowed to kiU animals {Pdcittiya rule 61, 
Vin IV 124, nuns' Pdcittiya 142), or to use water in which small 
creatures were living {Pdcittiya rule 62, nuns' Pdcittiya 143). 
They had to expel any novice who killed animals (Vin 185). In 
several sermons, the Buddha spoke against fishermen and 
fishmongers (A III 300; S IV 308; UD 51-56), and against 
butchers (A V 288; M I 39, 387, II 203; S II 254-256). Further¬ 
more, he sternly criticized the contemporary brahmanical 
custom of animal sacrifice (DII352-353, III 147; S176; A1151, 
II42, IV 41-46; Sn 79-86, 303; Dhp 261). Cultivating universal 
love is described in many texts as one of the four "sublime 
states of mind" {brahtna-vihdra; e.g. DII196, III 220). One who 
mistreats animals is not an Anya, a "noble" (Dhp 270), where¬ 
as one who has compassion for all living beings deserves to be 
called an Ariya. Why then was there no total ban on eating 
meat for Buddhist renouncers? 

The reason was the principle that monks and nuns had to 
obtain their food through begging or being invited to eat in 
lay households. They were not to ask anything of their do¬ 
nors, or to express their preferences. Thus they had to accept 
what was given to them, and could not influence what kinds 
of food they received. Moreover, monks and nuns were 
often strangers in the town or village where they begged for 
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food, so that their donors did not know what they preferred; 
they gave them part of what they had already prepared for 
themselves. Therefore monks and nuns who received meat 
were not responsible for the fact that an animal had been 
killed. Of the Five Precepts intended for lay Buddhists, the 
first one was to "abstain from destro)dng life." Of course, lay 
followers who observed the precepts did not kill animals to 
feed them to members of the Community. So monks and 
nuns could safely assume that any meat they might happen 
to receive did not come from an animal killed on purpose for 
them; they could be certain that they were not connected 
with the killing of the animal. In this case, there was no 
logical difference between meat and vegetables. 

The monk Devadatta proposed that a rule of strict vege¬ 
tarianism should be established for the Community, but this 
was not accepted by the Master (Vin II197). Such an extreme 
rule would have caused difficulties for monks and nuns beg¬ 
ging in distant places. The Master explained his opposition 
to Devadatta's suggestion; if the monk who received meat 
and the donor who gave it to him were not responsible for 
killing the animal, if they had neither seen, heard, nor sus¬ 
pected that the animal had been killed on purpose for him, 
then the meat was pure; eating it was not an offense (Vin I 
238; cf. M 1 368-371). (Here "pure" means right, properly 
and lawfully obtained. In connection with food Buddhism 
uses the term "purity" in this sense, and not to denote the 
intrinsic nature of the food, as in Brahmanism.) Buddhism 
takes an objective approach: if there is no direct or indirect 
connection between the killing of the animal and the monk 
eating its meat, then he is not committing an offense. This is 
why there was no total prohibition on eating meat in Bud¬ 
dhist monasticism. 

Other rules prohibited monks to go and eat in certain 
places. For example, they were not allowed to go and eat in a 
place where people had organized a food distribution for the 
old, the sick, the poor and also for non-Buddhist ascetics. 
Monks could only obtain food at such a place if they were ill, 
and then only once {Pdcittiya rule 31, Vin IV 69-70, nuns' 


71 



Food 


Pdcittiya 117). This rule was not intended as a further re¬ 
striction on food, but to protect the reputation of the Com¬ 
munity, and to avoid criticisms from lay people. Monks liv¬ 
ing in dangerous forests were not allowed to accept food 
from a stranger {Patidesanlya 4, Vin IV 181); this rule was 
intended to protect their health and ensure their safety. (As 
there were no forest-dwelling nuns, the Pdtimokkha does not 
apply this rule to them.) 


Restrictions on the Consumption of Food: 
(ii) Advice 

The Buddha did not want to restrict his disciples' diet too 
harshly. An inadequate diet would have been inconsistent 
with his "Middle Way." We know that Gotama practised ex¬ 
treme ascetic self-mortification before his Enlightenment, 
when he reduced his intake of food to the point of near¬ 
starvation (M I 246). He realized that traditional asceticism 
and self-mortification did not produce the desired result, 
and he went back to eating normal and adequate quantities 
of food. After his Enlightenment, he gave his disciples the 
following advice: an inadequate diet is one form of excess, 
and gluttony is another. 

When disciples arrived from afar to visit the Buddha, after 
the Rainy Season Retreat, he would always ask them if they 
had eaten enough and if they had had problems receiving 
alms (Vin I 158, 253, 351; M I 206, III 155-156). This simple 
example shows how broad-minded was the Master's concern 
for the nourishment and physical health of his disciples: 
without adequate nourishment it is not possible to practice 
the religious life. On the other hand, he did not encourage 
gluttony: on the contrary, he always criticized it. He up¬ 
braided the monk Upananda (Vin II 165) and the nun Sun- 
daii-Nanda (Vin IV 211-212) for being greedy. Gluttony, like 
any other desire, was considered an obstacle to inner prog¬ 
ress. Monks and nuns were to try and renounce all thoughts 
of gluttony, and to avoid even talking about food with oth- 
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ers, as such talk constituted "vulgar talk" (A V 127-130). The 
Buddha taught a gradual path in the Nikaya texts, as when he 
spoke to the Brahmin Ganaka-Moggallana of the need to 
control gluttony: 

Brahmin, as soon as a monk is able to control his senses, 
the Tathagata leads him further still: now, monk, be moderate 
in your eating. Concentrate and be attentive when you eat: 
do not eat for pleasure or enjoyment, nor in order to be hand¬ 
some and attractive; eat only to keep your body going, to 
protect it from harm, for the benefit of the religious life (M III 
2; A II 40, III 388). 

So monks and nuns had to be content with little food: just 
enough to keep their body going. They were to take food 
from villages and towns as bees take nectar from flowers 
without damaging them (Dhp 49). This advice was also given 
for the sake of lay society. If members of the Community had 
been constantly trying to find food, and if they had eaten 
more than once a day, it would have been more difficult for 
benefactors to support them. According to several sermons 
by the Buddha, the subsistence of monks and nuns was not 
to be a burden on lay society. In general, the Buddha's disci¬ 
ples were known to eat and sleep little (Dhp-a III 321). Copi¬ 
ous meals induce heavy sleep; they are obstacles on the path 
of renunciation as they prevent meditation, mindfulness and 
inner progress. To practice contemplation, to be able to med¬ 
itate for long periods of time without feeling sleepy, and to 
stay in good health, renouncers had to restrict their eating. 
However, the canonical texts do not specify in detail the pre¬ 
cise quantities of food prescribed for monks and nuns. 


Alcohol and Other Beverages 

Monks and nuns were not allowed to drink alcohol, or any 
fermented spirits {Pdcittiya rule 51, Vin IV 110, nuns' Pdcittiya 
132). Among the ten precepts taken by novices, and the five 
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taken by lay followers, the fifth enjoins abstinence from li¬ 
quor which causes intoxication and heedlessness (Vin I 83). 
The code of monastic discipline made the absolute prohibi¬ 
tion of alcohol quite explicit. However, when a monk pre¬ 
pared a medicinal drink for a fellow monk who was ill, he 
was allowed to add alcohol if necessary; but if he happened 
to put in too much alcohol, it was no longer good to drink, 
and had to be used as an ointment (Vin I 205). No other 
kinds of beverage posed any serious problem. Monks and 
nuns were allowed to drink even in the afternoon. A long list 
from the Mahdvagga (Vin I 246) details permissible drinks: 
juice made from the leaves, flowers, and fruit of plants, but 
excepting juices extracted from vegetables, wheat, liquorice 
and sugar cane. 


Medicines 

In the Vinaya, many amendments to the rules concerned 
illness. The following rules and precepts could all be trans¬ 
gressed in case of illness; Pdcittiya rules 31, 32, 33, 39, 47 and 
56 and Pdtidesanlya rule 3 for monks; Pdcittiya rules 84, 85, 
117, 118, 128 and 137 and eight Patidesamya rules for nuns; 
and the precepts of good behavior {sekhiyd dhammd) 37, 73, 74 
and 75 for both monks and nuns. In the Vinaya the health of 
monks and nuns was given priority over rules concerning 
food. For health reasons, monks and nuns were allowed to 
consume medicinal foods. One day in autumn, the master 
saw some emaciated and unhealthy looking monks. He told 
them: 

Monks, there are five kinds of food, ghee (clarified melted 
butter), fresh butter, sesame oil, honey and molasses, which 
everyone regards as medicines. Although they are nutritious, 
they do not count as real meals. I permit you to accept these 
five medicines and to consume them, during "the right time" 
(Vin I 199). 

A few days later, the Master himself amended his permis¬ 
sion: "monks, I also allow you to accept the five medicines 
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and to consume them outside the right time." Following this 
amendment, monks and nuns were allowed to eat ghee, 
honey, etc. even in the afternoon. 

A long chapter from the Mahdvagga, entitled Bhesajjak- 
khandhaka, is entirely devoted to illness and medicines. The 
medicines listed in it were prepared with herbs, roots, fruit, 
leaves, etc. All kinds of fruit, salt, root, oil and ointment, as 
well as the utensils necessary for their preparation were per¬ 
mitted. Monks and nuns who were ill were allowed to take 
these medicines even outside "the right time." 


Endnotes 

1. In Canonical texts, the Buddha always used the term bhikkhu 
for monks, and bhikkhuni for nuns. It seems that these terms 
were used only by the Buddha. Among monks, inferiors ad¬ 
dressed superiors by the term bhante, "venerable one," and 
superiors called their inferiors avuso, "brother" or "friend." 
Superiority and inferiority here are based on the date of entry 
into the Community, without distinction of caste, age or level 
of inner progress. Monks called nuns bhagini, "sister," while 
nuns called each other ayya, "noble one," or sometimes bhagini. 
On the other hand, among lay the Buddha's disciples were 
known as samand sakyaputtiyd, "ascetics [religieux: see p. 16 note 
1], sons of the Sdkyans;" in some passages from the Vinaya texts 
nuns are called samaniyo sakyadhitard, "ascetics, daughters of 
the Sakyans." 

2. This is also true in Jainism, where the term bhikkhu is not used 
to denote simply a religious mendicant, but rather someone 
who aspires to deliverance. 

3. According to the Cullavagga (Vin II 300), during the Second 
Buddhist Council, held at Vesali, the Elders condemned even 
the practice of keeping salt on a journey. 

4. The category of "soft food"' (bhojaniya) includes various cereal 
preparations, fish and meat; "hard food" {khddaniya) includes 
roots, tubers, nuts and pastries. 
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Indeed, sirs, when Gotama left home to embrace the religious life he 
renounced everything, silver, gold and all the riches he possessed on 
earth and underground . . . 

(D I 115 ) 

As we have seen, Buddhist monks and nuns did not work to 
earn their living. They depended completely on lay follow¬ 
ers, and so did not need money. In renouncing secular life to 
embrace the religious life, they also renounced wealth and 
private property. Given this, did they have any dealings at all 
with money? 

Lay followers provided monks and nuns with robes, food, 
and other necessities. Some even wanted to give them mon¬ 
ey to buy things. Were they allowed to accept it? This subject 
is fully dealt with in the rules of the Vinaya-pitaka; the rules 
cover three separate areas: monks and nuns were forbidden 
to accept gold and silver, to engage in trading and to engage 
in bartering. In the canonical texts, the phrase "gold and 
silver" (jdtaruparajata)denotes any monetary unit or means of 
exchange, as well as the precious metals themselves. The 
following is the first rule concerning "gold and silver." ^ 

If a monk accepts money, or has someone accept it in his 
stead, or consents to have it deposited for him, he commits an 
offense from the Nissaggiya Pdcittiya category. 

{Nissaggiya Pdcittiya i 8 , Vin III 237 ). 
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This rule was laid down as a consequence of an incident 
involving the monk Upananda; one day he was going from 
door to door, begging for food, and a lay follower gave him a 
few coins of money, which he accepted. Soon afterwards, the 
same man criticized Upananda; he and some other lay fol¬ 
lowers said: "Look at these monks, sons of the Sakyans, 
accepting money just like we lay people." As a result, the 
Master laid down the rule mentioned above. For nuns, the 
prohibition is found in the Nissaggiya Pacittiya rule 21 from 
the Bhikkhuni PMimokkha. Even novices were not allowed to 
accept money (Vin 1 83-84). 

The other rule concerning money {Nissaggiya Pacittiya 10, 
Vin III 219-223) was also established after an incident involv¬ 
ing Upananda, in which he accepted money given by a lay 
follower in lieu of a robe. Compared to the other rules from 
the Patimokkha, this one is categorical and precise. The 
lengthy explanation is receives makes it the most extensive 
rule in the Patimokkha: 


If a brahmin, a householder, a king or someone from his 
retinue sends a messenger with money to buy a robe, telling 
him "Buy a robe with this money and give it to such and such 
a monk"; and if the messenger addresses the monk in the 
following words: "Venerable one, this money was sent for the 
venerable one to buy a robe, may the venerable one accept 
this money"; then the monk must give the messenger the 
following answer: "Friend, we do not accept money to buy 
robes, but we accept a robe if it is given at the right time and if 
it is suitable." 

If the messenger asks the monk "Venerable one, is there a 
servant I can ask?" the monk who needs a robe must show 
him a servant, either a servant from the monastery or a lay 
follower, and say to him: "He is the monks' servant." If the 
messenger gives instructions to the servant and then comes 
back to the monk with the following words, "Venerable one, I 
have given instructions to the man whom the Venerable one 
pointed out to me as the servant; let the Venerable one ap¬ 
proach him at the right time, and he will give him a robe," 
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then when the monk needs a robe, he must go to the servant, 
and repeat two or three times the following formula: "Friend, 

I need a robe." 

If by repeating this two or three times, he succeeds in get¬ 
ting the robe, it is well. If he does not succeed, he must stand 
there in silence four, five or six times at most, and if he then 
succeeds, it is well. If he insists further (more than six times) 
and succeeds in getting the robe, he commits an offense 
which entails giving it up as improperly obtained. If he does 
not succeed in getting it (after six times), he must go himself 
and see the people who sent him money for a robe, or send a 
messenger, to tell them: "Friends, the money that you sent to 
buy a robe for a monk is not being used by that monk. Make 
good use of your money, and do not waste it." In these cir¬ 
cumstances, this is what the monk should do. 

The rule can be simply summarized: "you may accept a robe, 
but you must never accept money to buy it." Nissaggiya Pacit- 
tiya rule 20 from the Bhikkhuni Patimokkha lays down the same 
regulation for nuns. 

In principle, monks and nuns were allowed to accept ma¬ 
terial things as long as they were compatible with the mon¬ 
astic life. Several rules from the Mahavagga allowed them, for 
example, to accept and even to seek what they needed on a 
journey, to ask robes from lay people provided they were 
either devotees of the Community or close relatives. But they 
should never, on the other hand, ask for money or for their 
favorite food. Only a monk who was ill was allowed to 
choose his food, but under no circumstances was he allowed 
to ask for money or to accept it. A story from the Cullavagga 
provides a good illustration of this principle: monks were 
allowed to ask for the material things which are necessary to 
build a residence or monastery, but not for money to pur¬ 
chase them. The Master spelled out this rule to a village-chief 
by the name of Maniculaka: 

Maniculaka, I told those who needed grass to look for grass, 
those who needed wood to look for wood, those who needed 
transportation to look for transportation, those who needed 
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an assistant to look for an assistant; but I always told them 
not to seek nor to accept money under any circumstances. 

(Vin II 297) 

Regulations of this kind governing how to obtain robes, 
dwellings, and other material things were typical of the first 
days of the Community. As the Community expanded and 
the number of its followers increased, closer relationships 
were unavoidably formed between monastic and lay disci¬ 
ples. It became necessary to find new solutions and methods 
to meet the basic needs of the Community, while adapting to 
changing circumstances; but these solutions were not to up¬ 
set the Community's ideal of renunciation. We saw in pre¬ 
vious chapters how some monks and nuns were appointed 
by the Community to be responsible for distributing robes, 
and lodgings. Under new pressures, some lay followers 
were appointed to help monks in difficult situations. One 
day, for example, a monk was bitten by a snake; the other 
monks did not go and get the necessary medicines. The Mas¬ 
ter then advised monks to appoint themselves a lay helper 
(Vin 1 206, IV 166). The Mahavagga (Vin 11 307) says that the 
venerable Pilindavaccha was given many monastic atten¬ 
dants by king Bimbisara. These attendants were house¬ 
holders who lived in their villages with their wives and chil¬ 
dren. 


Kappiya Karaka 

A lay follower who helped the Community with monetary 
problems was called Kxippiya karaka. The Vinaya texts specify 
his responsibilities: to provide for monks according to their 
needs. He offered his services voluntarily and faithfully to 
the Community. In that way, monks could feel free to inform 
him of their needs without any reserve. Moreover, they 
could trust him and feel confident that he would never make 
arrangements incompatible with the monastic rules, since he 
was supposed to know thoroughly what was laid down as 
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suitable and unsuitable for monks and nuns. Thus the Kap- 
piya kdraka's role was especially important in the matter of 
money. Once, at the great banker Mendaka's suggestion, the 
Buddha told the monks: 

Monks, some faithful lay followers deposit money with a 
Kappiya kdraka and instruct him in this way: "With this mon¬ 
ey, provide for the monks according to their needs and in a 
manner suitable for them." Monks, I allow you to accept what 
is suitable from the Kappiya karaka, but you must never in any 
way accept or seek money" 

(Vin I 245). 

The Master spoke these words as he was going through a 
forest area, from Bhaddiya to Anguttarapa with a sizable 
group of monks. Mendaka convinced him of the advisability 
of allowing monks to accept the services of a Kappiya karaka. 
On the strength of this permission, monks could accept 
things prepared by the Kappiya karaka with the money that 
lay followers had entrusted to him. The Kappiya karaka's re¬ 
sponsibility and duty towards the Community was to render 
suitable what was not suitable for monks: lay followers de¬ 
posited their gift of money with the Kappiya karaka who then 
took care of everything. Monks did not have any contact, 
direct or indirect, with the money received and spent by the 
Kappiya kdraka, and in this way avoided involvement with 
money. 


The Prohibition on Trade 
AND Bartering 

As we saw above {Nissaggiya Pdcittiya rule 18, nuns' Nissag- 
giya Pdcittiya 21), monks were not allowed to accept money 
given by lay followers. This rule, however, did not in itself 
prevent them from engaging in commerce. It seems that 
some of them took advantage of this fact to do business. 
People said, "How is it that these monks, sons of the 


80 



The Theravddin attitude to money 


Sakyans, do business like we lay people?" As a result, the 
Nissaggiya Pdcittiya rule 19 (Vin III 239; nuns' Nissaggiya Pdcit- 
tiya 22) was established: it forbade them to engage in any 
kind of trade, and in dealings with precious metals, orna¬ 
ments or raw metals. 

In addition, Nissaggiya Pdcittiya rule 20 (Vin III 241; nuns' 
Nissaggiya Pdcittiya 23) forbade any kind of bartering. It was 
established on the occasion of a dispute between Upananda 
and a wandering religious mendicant (paribbdjaka). They ex¬ 
changed some pieces of cloth. A few days later, the paribbd¬ 
jaka wanted his piece of cloth back and asked Upananda for 
it, but Upananda refused. Afterwards, mendicants started to 
criticize Buddhist monks, and as a result monks and nuns 
were forbidden to barter. 

However, the rule did not forbid monks and nuns to ex¬ 
change things within the Community. The Buddha himself, 
as we have seen (pp.48-9) exchanged robes with Maha-Kas- 
sapa. A monk was allowed to accept a robe from a nun, 
provided he gave her something in exchange, even if it was 
not worth much {Nissaggiya Pdcittiya rule 5, Vin III 209). Con¬ 
versely, a monk was allowed to give a robe to a nun provided 
she gave him a little something in exchange {Pdcittiya rule 25, 
Vin IV 59-60). And when a group of monks was given a 
valuable blanket, they were aUowed to exchange it for some¬ 
thing else (Vin II 174). Various other rules from the Vinaya 
provide indirect evidence of the monks' and nuns' right to 
exchange objects. 


The Theravadin Attitude to Money 

Although we will not make a general comparison between 
different Buddhist schools on the subject of monasticism, it 
will be useful here to go into more detail about the specific 
attitude of Theravada Buddhism toward money, as the 
Theravadins themselves have laid great stress on the issue. 
Nissaggiya Pdcittiya rule 18, and the commentary on it incor¬ 
porated in the Vinaya text, embody the Theravadin attitude: 
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Were a monk to accept money, or to have someone accept it in 
his stead, or to consent to have it deposited for him, he would 
be committing an offense from the Nissaggiya Pacittiya catego¬ 
ry. "To consent to have it deposited for him" means the fol¬ 
lowing: if a layman tells him "Let this money be for the Vener¬ 
able one," and he agrees, the money must be confiscated 
before (a meeting of) the Community. When money is confis¬ 
cated in this way, the monk must come before the Communi¬ 
ty, adjusting his top robe over one shoulder, and he must 
prostrate himself at the feet of senior monks, bend low, and 
bowing with clasped hands address the Community in the 
following words: "Venerable ones, I have accepted money 
which must be confiscated. I give it to the Community." After 
giving it, the monk must confess his offense, and his confes¬ 
sion must be acknowledged by a competent and experienced 
monk. The monks must tell a monastery-servant or a lay fol¬ 
lower: "Friend, do what you like with this money." If he asks, 
"What shall I do with it?" he must not be told to buy anything 
specific, except oil, honey or molasses, which monks are al¬ 
lowed to ask for. Once the money has been used to buy 
whatever goods are permitted, and once these goods have 
been brought in, everyone is allowed to make use of them, 
except the monk who had accepted the money. If it happens 
this way, all is well. But if the monastery-servant or the lay 
follower cannot use the money in this way, he must be told: 
"Friend, take this money away." If he does so, all is well. 
Otherwise, a monk who possesses the five qualities (he must 
not behave incorrectly, be unfair out of partiality, hatred, fear, 
or stupidity, and must know what is and is not to be done) is 
to be appointed by the Community as a "remover of money." 
He must remove the money and then throw it away without 
making any sign (as to where he has put it). If he makes a sign 
when he throws it away, it constitutes an offense of wrong¬ 
doing. 

If a monk accepts money, whether knowingly, unknowing¬ 
ly or in doubt (about whether it is really money) he commits 
an offense from the Nissaggiya Pacittiya category. If a monk 
accepts something he thinks is money, although it is not, or if 
he is in doubt about it, there is an offense of wrongdoing . . . 
No offense is committed, however, if he brings money or has 
it brought inside monastery property or a residence in order 
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to set it aside for someone else. If a monk is mad or is "the 

first offender/'^ he is not guilty either. 

The position adopted by Theravada Buddhism on the rule 
quoted above is best understood when it is compared with 
various interpretations of the same rule by other Buddhist 
schools. Jacques Gernet^ gives an excellent account of the 
different interpretations given by various non-Theravadin 
schools: the Mahasainghikas are the most liberal, the Sar- 
vastivadins and the Mula-Sarvastivadins give a freer and 
more open interpretation than the Dharmaguptakas and Ma- 
hlsasakas. On the other hand the prohibition as it is in¬ 
terpreted in the Pali Vinaya by Theravada Buddhism is much 
more specific, categorical and absolute. The various non-Pali 
interpretations have it that it is permissible to use improperly 
obtained money to purchase lodgings, robes, and other 
things. On the contrary, the Pali Vinaya only allows two pos¬ 
sibilities for the use of improperly obtained money: either it 
can be used to purchase some medicinal items (butter ex¬ 
cluded), or it must be thrown away. According to the other 
rules from the Nissaggiya Pdcittiya category (except rule 22), 
any improperly obtained object must be given back to the 
guilty monk after he has given it up to the Community, and 
has confessed his offense; but this does not apply to money, 
which must never be given back to the guilty monk. Even 
medicines purchased with the money must not be used by the 
guilty monk. 

Despite the strict interpretation given to Nissaggiya Pdcit¬ 
tiya Rule 18, quoted at length above, it is clear that the Pali 
Vinaya did not attribute any impurity to physical contact 
with money. On the other hand, in the interpretation given 
by the Mahasarnghika Vinaya, monks are not allowed to 
touch money with their hands: gold, silver, or money was to 
be accepted in a bowl specially reserved for this usage, and 
with hands wrapped in a piece of material (that is, with 
gloves on). Some monks from VesMi would only receive 
money in a large bowl full of water. The approach of the Pali 
Vinaya was in this case completely different. If one admitted 
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that money was unsuitable for the religious life, then the 
question did not arise whether it was right or wrong to touch 
it; "touching money" did not constitute an offense. Pali texts 
forbade "accepting money" (Vin III 237), whether monks 
touched it or not. According to the Pali Vinaya-pitaka and its 
commentary, the Buddha did not impute any magical power, 
nor any intrinsic impurity to money. From a religious point 
of view, if money was impure, its impurity concerned the 
mind rather than the body: it hindered simplicity, non-at¬ 
tachment and renunciation. 

There is among brahmins, both past and present, a well- 
known tendency to abstain from touching certain things de¬ 
fined as impure. In their opinion, whoever touches some¬ 
thing "impure" becomes himself impure. Many Brahmanical 
rituals of purification are based on this notion, which pro¬ 
vides part of the foundation of untouchability in ancient and 
modern India. However, untouchability in India does not 
only prohibit physical contact with pariahs, but also any 
kind of relationship with them. We do not know for certain if 
monks from the Mahasaipghika and other schools were in¬ 
fluenced by brahmanical notions in their attitude to money. 
Did they regard money as untouchable because of its im¬ 
purity? If so, why did they not renounce money altogether? 
In Buddhism purity and impurity are not concepts which 
apply at the material, physical and external level. On the 
contrary, purity is always expounded as an internal virtue 
related to the mind (M136-40; S1165, 182-183; ^ ^ 263-268; 
Sn 251; Thi 236-251). So there is no reason to believe that 
money is untouchable and impure for the human body. 

According to Nissaggiya PMttiya rule 18 (nuns' Nissaggiya 
Pdcittiya 21) as interpreted by the Pali Vinaya-pitaka, monks 
and nuns were allowed to touch gold and silver; they were 
not advised, for example to wear gloves or anything of the 
sort in order to remove money. They were specifically al¬ 
lowed to pick up any valuable objects lying around in the 
monastery, such as jewels, or to have them picked up, on the 
condition that they put them aside until their rightful owner 
recovered them {Pdcittiya rule 84, Vin IV 162, nuns' Pdcittiya 
161). 
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Let us look at a significant episode described in the 
Cullavagga (Vin II 294ff.)- The incident took place a hundred 
years after the Buddha's death, on the day of the full moon 
(uposatha), on which lay followers would come to the monas¬ 
tery to take part in religious ceremonies. On that day, the 
venerable Kakandakaputta Yasa, visiting a monastery at Ves- 
ali, was astonished at the behavior of the monks; they had 
placed a large copper pot filled with water in the center of 
one of their groups, and they were saying to lay followers 
who had come to visit the monastery: "Friends, give the 
Community one kahdpana or a half-kahdpana, one pada or one 
mdsaka. The Community could use it to buy various things." 
Kahdpana, pdda and mdsaka were coins or weights of gold, 
silver, or copper. What is striking about the incident is the 
manner in which the monks accepted these coins; it seems 
that they did not want to touch them. They used a pot filled 
with water, presumably intending in this way to get money 
without violating the rule, without accepting it directly from 
the hands of lay followers. They probably thought that mon¬ 
ey was untouchable but usable. Whatever their reasons and 
motivations, these monks acted as real "beggars." The text 
alleges, furthermore, that the custom dated from a long time 
before the venerable Yasa visited the town of Vesali. For a 
long time monks in Vesali had been asking lay followers for 
money, accepting it and using it to purchase various things, 
and laypeople there had been in the habit of giving it. 

One cannot overlook the fact that these monks did need 
an income. As the Community spread out, new needs arose, 
related to social, climatic and other conditions. Notably, 
those monks who traveled to various towns far from their 
country of origin in order to propagate the Doctrine, needed 
money if they were to survive in places where there were too 
few lay followers. Money was probably essential to pay boat- 
fares across rivers and to buy a few indispensable objects. 
Maybe they used gold, silver, or money, as is shown in the 
Mahlsasaka Vinaya, "for the sake of activities regarding the 
Buddha" (Gernet op.cit). But the important question here is 
whether or not asking for money was consistent with the 
Vinaya. 
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The custom adopted by the monks in VesMi greatly upset 
the venerable Yasa, who was the Theravadin spokesman. In 
his opinion, these monks were doing wrong, and he publicly 
objected to it. At first, he addressed the lay followers in 
Vesali: 

Friends, do not give kahapam, half-kahapam, pada or mdsaka to 
the Community. Money is not permitted to monks, sons of 
the Sakyans; they do not consent to accept money, nor to ask 
for it. The monks, sons of the Sakyans, have renounced their 
jewelry, gold, and precious stones, and they have no money. 

Despite the venerable Yasa's advice, lay followers from VesMi 
continued to give money to the monks; they were probably 
unwilling to give up their custom at the command of a monk 
who was a stranger to them. 

Moreover, the monks from Vesali did not stop at asking 
and accepting money; they would distribute what money 
they had obtained among all the members of the local Com¬ 
munity. They allotted shares out of the money received on 
the day of the full moon and gave a share to Yasa, who 
immediately refused it in the following words: "No, venera¬ 
ble ones, I do not need money. I must not to accept money." 
The monks from Vesali were angry at this and ordered Yasa, 
as a punishment, to ask lay followers publicly for for¬ 
giveness.'* These monks, it seems, were confident that it was 
correct to accept money. Yasa obeyed their command; but 
instead of asking for forgiveness, he defended his position 
by referring to the Buddha's words. According to Yasa, the 
Buddha had clearly specified his opinion about money in 
three places; first before a gathering of monks, second to a 
village chief called Maniculaka, and finally on the occasion of 
Upananda's accepting money instead of food: 

(i) One day the Buddha, preaching to monks, compared 
the four obstacles to the religious life to four ways for sun¬ 
light and moonlight to be obscured. Sunlight and moonlight, 
he said, were threatened by clouds, by fog, by thick black 
smoke and by eclipses. Similarly, the religious life was 
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threatened by four obstacles: alcohol, sexual relationships, 
money and improper livelihood. A single one of these four 
obstacles was enough to obscure and destroy the religious 
life (Vin II 296; A II 53). 

(ii) There had been a controversy between some lay fol¬ 
lowers from the town of Rajagaha and a village chief called 
Maniculaka. Everyone apart from Maniculaka believed that 
monks had the right to accept gold and money. The dispute 
was left unsolved. Maniculaka then visited the Buddha, who 
confirmed that he was in the right: 


Of course, Maniculaka, your opinion is absolutely correct. 
Money is not permitted to monks, sons of the Sakyans; they 
are not allowed to accept it nor to keep it. They are men who 
have given up jewels, gold, and precious stones. They do not 
possess money. If money were permitted, then the pleasures 
of the five senses would equally be permitted. Whoever is 
allowed the pleasures of the five senses does not, as you well 
know, lead an ascetic life, nor the life of the sons of the 
Sakyans. (Vin II 297 ). 

(iii) Finally, there was the incident involving Upananda, 
which led the Buddha to establish Nissaggiya Pdcittiya rule 18 
discussed above. 

Yasa succeeded in convincing the lay followers, but the 
monks from Vesali unyieldingly stood their ground. They 
produced explanations as to why it was right and legitimate 
to accept money. This controversy brought about the second 
Buddhist Council. According to the account of this Council 
in the Pali Vinaya, despite strong opposition from the monks 
from Vesali, the senior monks condemned their custom. In 
the opinion of the latter, accepting and using money was in 
absolute contradiction to the Doctrine and the Discipline 
preached by the Master. 

Leaving aside the various interpretations by different Bud¬ 
dhist schools, one thing is certain: Theravadins were con¬ 
cerned with this issue. Although rules concerning money 
were relatively few in number, the strictness of the Thera- 
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vada interpretation is shown by the fact that the Pali Vinaya 
preserves a detailed account of the council at Vesali, along 
with their interpretation of it. The four rules dealing with 
this matter are clear: not only is trade forbidden, but also the 
use of money to purchase clothes, food, and other things. In 
the Theravadin view, monks and nuns did not have the right 
to buy anything; they were to rely entirely on lay people for 
the material aspect of their lives: as long as there were lay 
followers, monks and nuns did not need money. 

Money symbolizes the whole range of material values. If 
someone accepts or possesses money, his or her renunciation 
is not complete: his or her life is not yet detached from the 
the world. This is the reason why the Vinaya prohibited 
money, "gold and silver," even in cases which had nothing 
to do with commerce. For example, monks and nuns were 
not allowed to own or use utensils made of gold to prepare 
medicines (Vin I 203). Of course, the begging-bowl could not 
be made of gold (Vin II112-114). These four rules were laid 
down to counter any temptation in monks and nuns to fall 
into habits incompatible with renunciation, and to encour¬ 
age them always to lead a simply life, in a position of depen¬ 
dency on lay followers. 


Endnotes 

1. [Hereafter, we translate this term simply as "money."] 

2. "The first offender" (adikammika) refers to the person whose 
offense caused the rule to be laid down. The proviso applies to 
every rule in the Vinaya. 

3. J. Gernet, Les aspects economiques du bouddhisme dans la societe 
chinoise du Ve au Xe siecle, Saigon, Ecole francaise d'Extreme- 
Orient, 1956, pp. 150-151. 

4. In Buddhist monastic jurisprudence, this punishment is called 
patisdraniya kamma. The procedure requires the guilty monk or 
nun to ask lay people whom they have offended for for¬ 
giveness (see Vin I 49, 330; II 18). 
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Two extremes are to be avoided by the monk: being attached to sen¬ 
sual pleasure, which is low, vulgar, worldly, ignoble, and comes to 
no good; and indulging in self-mortification, which is painful, igno¬ 
ble and comes to no good. . . 

(S V 420) 


The first step in becoming a monk or a nun is to abandon lay 
life, which means to leave one's family. Buddhist mon- 
asticism led many married persons to renounce their wives 
or husbands; single men and women renounced the pos¬ 
sibility of marriage. 

Most of the first sixty disciples who gathered around the 
Buddha during the first months of the Community had been 
married, notably Yasa and his friends, and the young men 
from the Bhaddavaggiya group (Vin I 15-23; see pp.4-5 
above). Did the Buddha and his disciples give a bad example 
to society? In their opinion, embracing the religious life was a 
good enough reason to renounce their family. In some cir¬ 
cles, indeed, renouncing luxury, family life and sensual plea¬ 
sures were regarded as difficult and heroic acts. Neither 
Gotama nor Nathaputta (Jina Mahavira) became subject to 
general recrimination or public criticism, nor did they ac¬ 
quire a bad reputation for having abandoned their wives and 
children. This does not mean, however, that everyone ad¬ 
mired the attitude of the Buddha and his disciples. Can¬ 
onical texts mention the disapproval expressed by some of 
the people of the Magadha country, probably by those who 
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were followers of the Brahmins, and by the Brahmins them¬ 
selves: 

At that time, sons of well-known and distinguished families 
from the country of Magadha were practicing the religious 
life under the guidance of the Blessed One. This upset and 
angered people: "He is on a path which takes away (people's) 
children, the monk Gotama. He is on a path which makes 
widows, the monk Gotama. He is on a path which destroys 
families, the monk Gotama. . . 

(Vin I 43) 

The Buddha, then, sometimes provoked strong resentment, 
as he could seem to destroy families by encouraging young 
people to renounce their marriage and family life. It is impor¬ 
tant to see why the Vinaya mentions this popular grievance. 
A true law book, the Vinaya is not simply a compendium of 
rules and advice, but is also a case book collecting judgments 
which have jurisprudential authority. In my opinion, the 
Vinaya mentions this popular reaction in order to suggest to 
the members of the Community that they should ignore 
such criticism. On this occasion, the Vinaya adds, the Bud¬ 
dha stood his ground in the face of popular disapproval; it 
did not cause him to forbid monks to have young and mar¬ 
ried men join the Community. Soon afterwards, women 
were also allowed to renounce their husbands and enter the 
Community, on condition that they obtained permission to 
do so from their parents and husbands. 

Renouncing sexual relations was part of renouncing family 
life. According to the Vinaya, most members of the first days 
of the Community had eliminated all defilements and had no 
need of rules to govern their behavior. Rules first became 
necessary as a result of an incident involving a monk called 
Sudinna Kalandakaputta. This monk had been a wealthy 
young man. The words of the Buddha had convinced him 
that lay life was not conducive to inner progress. After many 
difficulties he obtained his parents' permission to renounce 
his wife and his wealth and joined the Community. He is 
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described as very diligent, enthusiastic and conscientious in 
his religious practice. One day, Sudinna was begging at his 
father's house. His parents told him; "Dear Sudinna, our 
family is rich; we have substantial resources, a lot of money, 
many possessions and large reserves of food. Dear Sudinna, 
is it not possible for you to remain a layman with such a great 
fortune and still to earn much merit?" Sudinna rejected their 
proposal. His parents then asked him: "Our family, dear 
Sudinna, is rich . . . For this reason, dear Sudinna, beget an 
heir; do not let the Licchavis (political rulers of the Vajji coun¬ 
try) take our possessions from us because the family has no 
heir." This time, Sudinna lacked the courage to reject their 
proposal. He thought that his parents' wish for an heir was 
legitimate, their suggestion fair and sensible: they were only 
asking him to procreate a child who could later inherit their 
fortune. What was wrong with that? In the end Sudinna 
accepted their proposal and had sexual intercourse with his 
former wife, for the sole purpose of making her pregnant. 
Back in the monastery, however, he felt remorse. He lost 
weight, became sad, dejected, sallow and depressed. Ques¬ 
tioned by fellow monks, he told them what had happened. 
They told the Buddha about it. After pronouncing a long 
sermon, the Buddha established the following rule: 

If a monk who has accepted the Discipline, who has not re¬ 
jected the Discipline and has not pronounced himself unable 
to continue (with the religious life), has sexual intercourse, 
even with an animal, he commits an offense entailing defeat.^ 
That monk is one who is defeated; he is not in communion. 

(Vin III 23) 

The same prohibition is found in greater detail in the Ma- 
hdvagga (Vin I 96): 

It is prohibited for a monk to have sexual intercourse, even 
with a female animal. A monk who has sexual intercourse is 
not a monk anymore, nor a son of the Sakyans. As a man who 
has been beheaded cannot live with only a body, so a monk 
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who has had sexual intercourse is not a monk anymore, nor a 

son of the Sakyans. 

There are also many passages in the Nikaya texts concerning 
sexual abstinence: the Sdmahhaphala-sutta (D I 63) insists on 
chastity in the religious life; in several places in the Ahgut- 
tara-nikdya, in the Apdyika-vagga (A I 265-273) and in the 
Indriya-vagga (A II 141-148), there are sermons prohibiting 
sexual intercourse; according to the Tevijjd-sutta (DI 246-247, 
250), whoever has sexual intercourse is neither a monk nor a 
true Brahmin; the Sutta-nipdta includes many exhortations to 
the ascetic ideal, frequently extolling sexual abstinence (Sn 
400, 609, 814, 835); and in one of his discourses, the venera¬ 
ble Ananda explains at length the advantages of sexual absti¬ 
nence (A II 144). 

Some scholars think that the Buddha established the first 
rule prohibiting sexual intercourse in the Community in 
order to conform to the other religious systems of the time. It 
is not the case, however, that every contemporary religious 
sect regarded chastity as an essential virtue. In some Jain 
texts, for example, the Ajivakas are pitied for not keeping 
chaste. Many ancient ascetics, including the earlier Jains who 
followed Parsva, did not take a vow of chastity. ^ The seers 
(rsi) and ascetics (tdpasa) mentioned in some legends shared 
their ascetic life with their wives; we do not know whether 
they continued their conjugal relations while practicing as¬ 
ceticism. The Uddna (p.13) tells an amusing story about a 
brahmanical wandering ascetic who tried with great diffi¬ 
culty to lead the religious life in the company of his pregnant 
wife. The Commentaries to the Dhammapada (I 270) and to 
the Uddna (p.241) mention some categories of ascetics who 
maintained a wife and children; their asceticism consisted in 
living outside society, but with their family. The ascetic Ken- 
iya who is mentioned in the Mahdvagga (Vin I 244) was a rich 
Brahmin who became an ascetic in order to protect his 
wealth. He also kept several families. During the day he 
acted the part of an ascetic, but spent the night in sensual 
pleasures (VinA 270, MA III 399). So there were, it seems. 
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ascetics living with their wives at the time of the Buddha. But 
they constituted exceptions to the more general tendency of 
the times: those who wanted to follow the path of inner 
progress were usually advised to avoid sexual intercourse, 
and relationships with the opposite sex in general. Once, 
some monks and nuns went outside in the street together; 
when they saw them, people said: "We go walking with our 
wives, and here are these monks, sons of the Sakyans, who 
go walking with nuns!" (Vin IV 63) These people thought 
that monks should avoid the company of women, that they 
should not even walk in the street with them. 

As for nuns, three rules from the Bhikkhunl-vibhahga dealt 
with sexuality. The first, Parajika rule 1 from the Bhikkhunl 
Patimokkha, forbids nuns to have sexual intercourse; it is ex¬ 
actly similar to the one laid down for monks. The second, 
Parajika rule 5, was established after the following incident: 
one of the great banker Migara's grandsons had fallen in love 
with a very beautiful nun called Sundari Nanda. She would 
meet him often and soon came to reciprocate his feelings. 
She tried to fight against this improper friendship, but she 
was not strong enough to control herself and one day she let 
the young man have physical contact with her. As a result, 
nuns were prohibited any physical contact with a man: 

If a nun, filled with desire, willingly holds herself against, 
rubs up against, embraces, touches, or presses (any part of) 
the body of a man who is also filled with desire, in between 
the collar-bone and the knees, then she becomes one who is 
defeated; she is not in communion. 

(Vin IV 213) 


The third, Parajika rule 8, specified: 

If a nun, filled with desire, willingly takes the hand of a man 
who is also filled with desire, or the edge of his robe, or if she 
stands close to him, or talks to him, or goes to a rendezvous 
with him, or if she waits for him to visit, or enters a concealed 
place (with him), or prepares herself physically (for such acts 
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and meetings), then she becomes one who is defeated; she is 

not in communion. 

(Vin IV 220-221) 

Monks and nuns transgressing the prohibition of sexual in¬ 
tercourse committed the type of offense which involve "de¬ 
feat" (vis-a-vis the enemy called sensual desire) {parajikd 
dhamma)-, parajikd means defeat. No expulsion, punishment, 
compensation, forgiveness or penitence can atone for of¬ 
fenses of this category, which also prohibited theft, murder, 
and boasting falsely of superhuman powers. Whoever com¬ 
mitted this kind of offense was thereby regarded as having 
left the Community for ever. There was no possibility of ever 
being reordained back into the Community. If a monk could 
not control himself, if he wanted to have sensual pleasures 
and lead a married life, he had first of all formally to leave the 
Community. He became a layman again, free to enjoy the 
pleasures of life as a householder. Then he was not regarded 
as one who was "defeated" (since before "defeat" he had 
withdrawn from the battlefield). If one day he wanted to 
come back into the Community, and take the Minor and 
Major Ordinations, he could always do so, if and when he 
could formally be freed from family ties. 

The Bhikkhu-vibhahga devotes close to forty pages to ex¬ 
plaining why sexual intercourse was prohibited. Despite the 
well-known Buddhist tenet of "the Middle Way," Buddhist 
monasticism seems to have held an extreme position on this 
issue. Why did it not advise its members to use moderation 
in their sexual life, as it did in the case of other bodily func¬ 
tions (eating, sleeping, etc.)? The strictness shown here can 
be explained in two ways: with respect to the rules of the 
Community, and with respect to doctrine. First, the Commu¬ 
nity's rules, accepted by all who joined it, did not allow 
members to have sexual intercourse, because this would 
change the nature of the organization: either it would occur 
outside marriage, and Buddhism disapproves of this, or it 
would occur within a normal married life, with all its incum¬ 
bent responsibilities and worries, buying or renting a house. 
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caring for children and bringing them up, managing the fam¬ 
ily income, and so forth. There would be no more communal 
and free life: monks and nuns would be ordinary fathers and 
mothers in monastic dress. Secondly, at the doctrinal level, 
the aim was to remove everything which impeded inner 
progress. Monks and nuns trying to achieve selflessness 
must be detached from all sources of sensual pleasure. On 
the one hand, sexual relations entail social and familial re¬ 
sponsibilities, and the attendant worries are an obstacle to 
mental concentration. On the other hand, they involve plea¬ 
sure, so it is natural for the mind to dwell on them often and 
with delight, until it becomes a mental habit, called "desire." 
It was in order to avoid this danger that Buddhist mon- 
asticism decided to prohibit sexual intercourse completely. 

Some rules aimed to eliminate temptation from the life of 
monks. Their transgression had to be judged by a solemn 
gathering of the Community (the Sahghadisesa rules: see 
Chapter 8). Monks were not allowed to ask a woman permis¬ 
sion to have sexual intercourse with her {Sahghadisesa 4, Vin 
III 130), to speak with a woman on obscene or erotic matters 
{Sahghadisesa 3, Vin III 126), or to touch a woman, even the 
edge of her clothes, with desire {Sahghadisesa 2, Vin III 118). 
Accusing a monk of having had sexual relations was also a 
very serious matter. Should anyone maliciously accuse a 
monk or a nun of having done so, they committed an offense 
according to the Sahghadisesa rules 8 and 9 from the Bhikkhu- 
vibhahga (Vin III 157-169) and the Bhikkhuni-vibhahga (Vin IV 
237, cf.Vin II 78). Two special rules called aniyatdpatti (Vin III 
189-193; see Chapter 8) forbade a monk to sit and talk with a 
woman in a private room behind closed doors, and to sleep 
in the same room as a woman, in secret and behind closed 
doors. 

In addition to rules established to prevent opportunities 
for heterosexual relations, the Vinaya includes other rules 
against certain sexual practices, such as masturbation (for 
monks, Sahghadisesa rule 1, Vin III 109; for nuns, Pdcittiya 
rules 3 and 4, Vin IV 259-261, and Pdcittiya rule 93, Vin IV 
342) and homosexuality {Pdcittiya 31, 32, 90, 91, 92, 93, Vin IV 
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287-288, 341-34). Monks and nuns were not allowed to have 
a eunuch (Vin I 84), a hermaphrodite (Vin I 88), or the se¬ 
ducer of a nun (Vin I 84) join the Community. If such people 
already were in the Community, they had to be expelled. 
Monks were also prohibited from drawing erotic pictures on 
the walls of monasteries and residences (Vin II 151) or on 
their robes (Vin IV 60), or to have such pictures drawn. 

The disciplinary code was not only concerned with sexual 
abstinence; it also tried to restrict relations of friendship be¬ 
tween monks or nuns and members of the opposite sex to a 
certain extent. Monks were not allowed to preach to a wom¬ 
an in private without a third person being present and able 
to understand what was said (Pacittiya rule 7, Vin IV 20). 
Monks were forbidden to spend a single night in a house 
where a woman lived, even if there were other people in the 
house (Pacittiya 6, Vin IV 17). Pacittiya rules 43, 44, and 45 
were established to avoid improper relations of friendship 
between monks and women during begging-rounds. Monks 
were not allowed to walk in the street with an unaccom¬ 
panied woman (Pacittiya rule 67), to plan outings or walk in 
the street with a nun (Pacittiya rule 27, Vin IV 63). However, 
monks were allowed to accompany nuns on the highway by 
previous agreement if the road was regarded as dangerous. 
According to Pacittiya rule 28, monks and nuns could go on a 
boat together, even by appointment, provided it was only to 
cross the river, not for a (long) voyage or the pleasure of a 
boat-trip (Vin IV 64). Monks were not allowed to stay alone 
with a nun in a private room behind closed doors (Pacittiya 
rule 30, Vin IV 68), nor to partake of a meal prepared by a 
nun without the help of some lay people (Pacittiya rule 29, 
Vin IV 66-67). 

This tendency to keep monks away from women was not 
only typical of the Vinaya, but of other canonical texts as 
well. They contain various direct and indirect statements to 
the effect that women were an obstacle on the path of inner 
progress, such as the following passage from the Ahguttara- 
nikdya, a warning uttered on the occasion of a tragic incident 
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in Savatthi, when a mother had sexual relations with her 
own son; 

To tell the truth, woman is a snare set up by Mara? It is better 
for a monk to quarrel with a man carrying a sword than to 
speak alone with a woman. It is better for a monk to quarrel 
with a friend than to speak alone with a woman. It is better 
for a monk to sit next to a dangerous snake than to speak 
alone with a woman. 

(A III 68). 

In a long parable from the Itivuttaka (p.114), women were 
compared to monsters and demons. In some texts, they were 
compared to venomous black snakes (cf.A III 261-262), in 
others to fire which one must avoid: "A monk is better off 
embracing a flame than embracing a woman" (A IV 128). In 
others still they were described as a defiling element on the 
path of inner progress (S I 37; II 234). Shortly before the 
Master's death, the venerable Ananda Thera asked him; 
"Blessed One, how is one to behave towards women?" The 
Master answered: "You must avoid their sight, Ananda." 
"But what if we do see them. Blessed One! What are we to 
do then?" The Master answered: "Do not talk to them, 
Ananda." "But what if we do talk to them. Blessed one?" 
"Then you must keep a watch on yourself, Ananda" (D II 
141). This story summarizes all the rules and admonitions 
concerning relations between monks and women found in 
Pali texts: "If you talk to them, keep a watch on yourself." 

One thing is clear. Pali texts did not attempt to provoke 
general dissatisfaction or disgust with women. Buddhism 
does not hold that women are impure or inferior. The texts 
simply reminded monks of the necessity to be watchful in 
the face of the powerful seduction naturally exerted by wom¬ 
en and other attractive things. The venerable Pindola Bha- 
radvaja, one of the Buddha's greatest disciples, explained in 
conversation with king Udena that the Buddha had advised 
monks to perceive women in three ways: "He must look 
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upon a woman of his mother's age as a mother, upon a 
woman of his sister's age as a sister, upon a woman of his 
daughter's age as a daughter" (S IV no). 

Buddhist monasticism has always criticized improper rela¬ 
tionships with laity because they offer opportunities to come 
into contact with women and to get attached to them: 

Monks, there are five disadvantages for a monk who is for¬ 
ever visiting households and spends a lot of time in the com¬ 
pany of lay people. What are they? That monk sees women a 
lot. Seeing them leads to friendship. Friendship leads to inti¬ 
macy, intimacy leads to love. When the heart is aflame with 
love, three things can be expected; either the monk lives the 
religious life without enthusiasm, or he commits a defiling 
offense, or he gives up the discipline and goes back to an 
inferior life, to life in the world. 

(A III 259). 

Rules and admonitions of this kind were intended to protect 
monks against potential involvements and to warn them of 
the dangers. Here is another example: as we saw above, a 
monk was obliged to stay in one place during the rainy sea¬ 
son, but if he believed that his religious life was put at risk 
because of the presence of women there, it was always per¬ 
missible for him to leave immediately, even before the end of 
the Rainy Season Retreat (Vin 1 150). It sometimes happened 
that disciples abandoned the path of renunciation and went 
back to lay life because of a woman, sometimes their former 
love. A monk called Nanda wanted to go back to the world: 
he could not chase from his mind the memory of his former 
fiancee, the princess Janapada-KalyanI, who was a great 
beauty (Ud p.21, J II 92-94, Dhp-a 1 118). On seeing a group 
of beautiful women, the young monk Vangisa took fright 
because of his own weakness; he went to consult the venera¬ 
ble Ananda Thera without delay, in order to regain control of 
his thoughts (S I 185, Th-a I 201-202). 

In several passages, the Buddha asserted that it was natu¬ 
ral for men to be attached to women's physical charms, but 
detrimental to inner progress: 
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Monks, I know of no physical appearance which reduces a 
man's mind to slavery as does that of women; the minds of 
men are completely obsessed with women's physical ap¬ 
pearance. Monks, I know of no sound which reduces a man's 
mind to slavery as does the voice of women; the minds of 
men are completely obsessed with women's voices. Monks I 
know of no scent which reduces a man's mind to slavery as 
does the scent of women; the minds of men are completely 
obsessed with women's scent. Monks I know of no taste 
which reduces a man's mind to slavery as does the taste of 
women; the minds of men are completely obsessed with 
women's taste. Monks 1 know of no caress which reduces a 
man's mind to slavery as does the caress of women; the 
minds of men are completely obsessed with women's cares¬ 
ses. 

(A I 1). 

Monks, women ensnare the minds of men; whether walk¬ 
ing, standing still, sitting, or lying down, whether laughing, 
talking, singing, or crying, whether sick or even dying, wom¬ 
en ensnare the minds of men. 

(A III 68) 

Monks, women obsess men's minds in eight ways: through 
their physical appearance, their smile, their talk, their sing¬ 
ing, their cries, their behavior, the delicious meals they pre¬ 
pare and through their caresses. 

(A IV 196) 

These observations, rules and admonitions show to what 
extent Buddhist monasticism tried to protect monks against 
the desires and attachments that could be produced or stim¬ 
ulated by the seductive power of women. However, Bud¬ 
dhist monasticism does not present itself as a "mens' shop," 
where one could only find articles for men. There were also 
rules and admonitions intended for nuns. To follow the path 
of inner progress and reach deliverance, women had also to 
follow the Doctrine; the advice which was suitable for monks 
was also suitable for nuns. 

Nuns were similarly advised to keep away from men and 
to distrust them. Nuns were forbidden to accept food or 
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drink from a man who desired her (Sahghadisesa rule 5, Vin 
IV 231; cf.IV 233), or to speak with a man in the dark or in a 
secluded place {Pdcittiya rules 11 and 12, Vin IV 268, 269). A 
nun was not allowed to stand apart alone with a man, even 
in an open place, or on a main road, a cul-de-sac or at a cross 
roads {Pdcittiya rules 13 and 14, Vin IV 270-271). It was an 
offense to whisper in a man's ear, or to stay in houses in the 
company of the householders or their sons {Pdcittiya 36, Vin 
IV 231-233). A nun was not to be given medicine or treat¬ 
ment by a man for any ailment lower than the navel {Pdcittiya 
rule 60, Vin IV 315): "If, without informing the Community 
or a group of nuns, a nun treats a boil or sore between her 
knees and her navel with the help of a man, washing it, 
putting ointment on it, and dressing it, she commits an of¬ 
fense from the Pdcittiya category." This rule was established 
as the result of a nun being raped by a man who had come to 
help her with such treatment. A nun was not allowed to live 
under the same roof as a man {Pdcittiya rule 102), to go to a 
village or cross a river on her own, or spend a night alone 
away from other nuns {Pdcittiya 3, Vin IV 226-229); rtor to 
serve food to monks (Vin IV 263), to enter monks'dwellings 
without permission {Pdcittiya rule 51, Vin IV 306), nor to sit 
before a monk without permission {Pdcittiya rule 94, Vin IV 
343 )- 

There are, nevertheless, fewer rules requiring nuns to 
keep away from monks in the Bhikkhuni-vibahga than rules 
requiring monks to keep away from nuns in the Bhikkhu- 
vibhahga. This is understandable, since there were enough 
rules already laid down in the monks' code of discipline to 
prevent improper encounters, and there was no need to add 
extra rules for nuns in order to keep the sexes apart in the 
Community. As members of the same Community, monks 
and nuns had in any case to be in contact with each other. 
Nuns were forbidden to spend the Rainy Season Retreat too 
far away from monks {Pdcittiya rule 56, Vin IV 312), or to live 
in a region where no monks would be staying (Vin II 255, 
257). Every fortnight, nuns had to consult monks for the 
exact date for the Uposatha ceremony, and obtain from them 
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the preaching of the Doctrine (Vin IV 314). If a nun was 
guilty of a serious offense, she had to face disciplinary pro¬ 
cedures before a gathering of both monks and nuns (Vin II 
255). It was also before such a gathering of the "twofold 
Community" that nuns were to end their Rainy Season Re¬ 
treat, and that female postulants had to receive the Major 
Ordination after two years training (Vin IV 52). 

Despite these inevitable contacts between monks and 
nuns, in general the company of men was thought to be an 
obstacle on a woman's path of inner progress. The Master 
uses the same terms, only reversed, which he used for 
monks in the speech quoted above: 

I know of no physical appearance, . . . sound, . . . scent, . . . 
taste, . . . and caress which reduce a woman's mind to slav¬ 
ery as those of a man do. The minds of women are completely 
obsessed with men's physical appearance. . . 

(A I 2) 

Any attachment, whether on the part of a man or of a 
woman, was viewed as an obstacle on the path of renuncia¬ 
tion. In its concern with the development of their inner life, 
Buddhist monasticism attempted to keep men away from 
women as well as women away from men. A look at some 
psychological advice from the Visuddhimagga (p.184) will 
help us to gain a better understanding of this "partition 
wall": If a monk goes to a cemetery in order to meditate on 
the body's impurity, he can choose a corpse as a subject of 
meditation, as long as it is not a woman's corpse. If a nun 
goes there to meditate on the body's impurity, she must 
choose the corpse of a woman. A woman's corpse is unsuit¬ 
able for a man to meditate upon, and a man's corpse is un¬ 
suitable for a woman. They cannot meditate on a corpse 
from the opposite sex, because it might evoke improper feel¬ 
ings of agitation instead of revulsion (cf. A III 68, IV 42). 
Monks who start meditating on lovingkindness {mettd) must 
not take the mental picture of a woman as their point of 
departure; similarly, nuns must not start with the mental 
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picture of a man. A mental picture of the opposite sex might 
unconsciously stimulate improper carnal love, instead of 
leading the mind toward lovingkindness. 

This kind of practical advice shows how Buddhist mon- 
asticism tried to go against the current which naturally car¬ 
ries worldly minds toward the opposite sex and attachment. 
However, from the doctrinal point of view, sexuality was not 
restricted to sexual intercourse. Any relationship leading to 
sensual desire between a man and a woman was described 
as a "sexual fetter." In the Methuna-sutta (A IV 54-56) the 
Buddha explained to a brahmin the "seven fetters of 
sexuality": 

Brahmin, there are ascetics and brahmins who pretend to 
practice chastity, and to this end they do not have sexual 
intercourse with women. But they consent to be massaged, 
rubbed, bathed and shampooed by women. They derive 
pleasure from it, they enjoy and desire it. I think, brahmin, 
that their chastity is tom, distorted, stained and blemished. 
These impure men cannot be freed from birth, from old age, 
from illness and from death. They cannot escape from dukkha 
because they are fettered by sexuality. 

Brahmin, there are ascetics and brahmins who pretend to 
practice chastity, and to this end they avoid sexual intercourse 
and also being massaged (etc.) by women. But they enjoy 
themselves with women, they play with them, they laugh 
with them. They derive pleasure from it, they enjoy and de¬ 
sire it. I think, brahmin, that their chastity is tom, etc. (as 
above). 

Brahmin, there are ascetics and brahmins who pretend to 
practice chastity, and to this end they avoid sexual inter¬ 
course, and being massaged (etc.) by women, and also enjoy¬ 
ing themselves with women. But they look at women with 
desire. They derive pleasure from it, they enjoy it and desire 
it. I think, brahmin, that their chastity is tom, etc. (as above). 

Brahmin, there are ascetics and brahmins who pretend to 
practice chastity, and to this end they avoid ... (as above) 
and they also avoid looking at women. But they remember 
their smiles, the talks and games that they had with women. 
They derive pleasure from it, they enjoy and desire it. I think, 
brahmin, that their chastity is tom, etc. (as above). 
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Brahmin, there are ascetics and brahmins who pretend to 
practice chastity, and to this end they avoid sexual intercourse 
... (as above) . . . and they also avoid remembering wom¬ 
en. But they look with envy at householders or at their 
wealthy sons. They derive pleasure from it, they enjoy and 
desire it. I think, brahmin, that their chastity is tom, etc. (as 
above). 

Brahmin, there are ascetics and brahmins who pretend to 
practice chastity, and to this end they avoid sexual inter¬ 
course, they avoid being massaged, mbbed, bathed and 
shampooed by women, they avoid playing with women and 
looking at them; they do not remember their smiles. . . They 
do not look at householders or their wealthy sons with envy 
either. But they practice chastity with the thought that it is a 
virtue, a ritual and an ascetic practice which will make them 
be reborn as gods in a future life. I think, brahmin, that their 
chastity is tom, etc. (as above). 

This discourse brings out the fact that, for Buddhist mon- 
asticism, abstention from sexual intercourse did not suffice 
to define chastity; involvement in any kind of sensual plea¬ 
sure was thought to be a "fetter of sexuality." Sexual inter¬ 
course constituted thus only one subsection of "the desire 
for sensual pleasures." The Bakkula-sutta provides another 
illustration of this idea (M III 126-128). One day the Arahant 
Bakkula Thera was on his begging round in the town of 
Rajagaha, when he chanced upon his old friend Kassapa, a 
naked ascetic. The naked ascetic asked him: "Venerable Bak¬ 
kula, how long ago did you enter the Community?" The old 
monk answered: "My friend, I have been in the Community 
for eighty years now." The naked ascetic asked him: "During 
these eighty years, how many times did you have sexual 
intercourse?" The old monk answered him: "My friend, this 
is not the right question. You must formulate your question 
as follows: During these eighty years, how many times did 
the perceptions of sensual pleasures arise in your mind?" 
Then the naked ascetic asked again: "Venerable Bakkula, 
during these eighty years, how many times did the percep¬ 
tions of sensual pleasures arise in your mind?" Bakkula an¬ 
swered: "My friend, during these eighty years, no percep- 
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tion of sensual pleasures arose in my mind." This anecdote 
shows that Buddhist monasticism addresses the whole issue 
of desire for sensual pleasures, not just sexual desire. Even 
in the case of Sudinna, recounted above, the other monks 
did not ask him why he had had sexual intercourse with his 
former wife; rather, they asked him: 

Is it not true, brother, that the Doctrine is taught in various 
ways by the Master in order to eliminate passion, not to stim¬ 
ulate it? Is it not true, brother, that the Doctrine is taught in 
order to remove fetters, not to create them? Is it not true, 
brother, that the Doctrine is taught to prevent grasping, not 
to further it? Brother, the Master teaches the Doctrine in 
many different ways to uproot the passions. 

(Vin III 19-20) 


Most sermons to monks and nuns on this subject laid 
stress on the incompatibility of sensual pleasures with re¬ 
nunciation. When he was explaining the attraction exerted 
by the five objects of sensual pleasure,^ the Buddha added; 
"If someone comes to fall in love with such objects, if he 
accepts them with open arms, if he tries to grasp them, to 
secure them, to keep them, then he is caught in a trap. At¬ 
tachment to sensual pleasures leads to infatuation, and infat¬ 
uation to slavery" (S IV 60). The objects of sensual pleasures 
were described as "impediments," the search for sensual 
pleasures as slavery (D 1 72). In the Mahdsaccaka-sutta (M 1 
241) the Buddha declares: "some ascetics and brahmins are 
slaves to their body; their mind is not rid of desires; they 
enjoy and feed on desires that they cannot extinguish." 

It seems, however, that some among the Master's own 
disciples did not accept his teaching on the subject of sensual 
pleasures; they rejected the idea that the objects of sensual 
pleasures were impediments. The Alagaddupama-sutta (M I 
i3off.), for example, was preached because of a monk who 
did not believe that there was any danger in sensual plea¬ 
sures. His opinion, that the so-called obstructions {antardyikd 
dhammd) were not necessarily dangerous, constituted a false 
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interpretation of the Buddha's Doctrine, and a direct chal¬ 
lenge to some of his teachings. This monk, called Arittha, 
did not hesitate to express his opinion to his fellow monks, 
who reacted with these words: "Do not speak in this way, 
brother Arittha. The Master has elucidated the impediments 
many times. The Master regards sensual pleasures as real 
obstacles." But Arittha did not give up. If the commentary to 
the Maijhima-nikdya is to be trusted, he went so far as to 
accuse the Master of overstating the importance of the rule 
prohibiting sexual intercourse, which is the first of the rules 
whose transgression constitutes an offense entailing "de¬ 
feat"; Arittha compared this rule to the doomed effort of 
someone tiying to fence in the ocean. When he refused to 
change his mind, he was punished by the Community, and 
the Pacittiya rules 68 and 69 were laid down (Vin IV 133 - 135 , 
137; nuns' Pacittiya 146 and 147). According to the Bhikkhuni 
Patimokkha, nuns who followed such a monk committed an 
offense entailing defeat (Parajikd rule 7, Vin IV 218). Novices 
were not allowed either to take as their mentor a monk pro¬ 
fessing such wrong ideas; a novice called Khandaka, a pupil 
of Arittha, who shared his beliefs, was expelled from the 
Community (Vin IV 138). Monks and nuns were not allowed 
to keep such a novice with them {Pacittiya rule 70, Vin II 25- 
26; nuns' Pacittiya 148, IV 138). 

The Buddha refuted Arittha's opinion as completely false 
and dangerous: 

Imagine a man, monks, who wants to catch a snake; he goes 
and finds a big one, and takes hold of it by its body or by its 
tail. The snake turns on him and bites his hand, his arm or 
another part of his body. He dies or suffers mortal agony: he 
seized the snake in the wrong way. In the same way, monks, 
some stupid men study the Doctrine, but in studying it they 
do not wisely reflect on the aim of the teaching. As they do 
not consider its aim, the teaching does not increase their men¬ 
tal acuteness. They only study the Doctrine in order to crit¬ 
icize it or to refute others in debate. They are not capable of 
reaching the goal to which the study of the Doctrine should 
lead. This Doctrine, incorrectly received, will bring them evil 
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and suffering for a long time, because they did not approach 

the teaching in the right manner. 

(M I 133-134) 

In a second parable from the same discourse, the Master 
explained that the snake must be seized by the neck to pre¬ 
vent it turning back and biting. In the same way, a wise man 
must be careful to approach the Doctrine in the right way. 
Then the Buddha described to Arittha and the other disciples 
the disadvantages of sensual desires and pleasures, in a se¬ 
ries of ten similes: 

1. A meat bone with no flesh on it, only some blood: this is 
given to a dog, but the bone does not satisfy the dog's hun¬ 
ger. Likewise, sensual desires never bring permanent 
satisfaction. 

2. A piece of meat for which many birds are fighting: if one 
bird succeeds in seizing it, he risks dying or suffering deadly 
wounds from the talons of the other birds. Likewise sensual 
desires are common to all people; their objects are sought 
after by all and become the cause of deadly conflicts. 

3. A torch made of straw carried against the wind: it can 
severely bum someone who carries it carelessly. If he does 
not get rid of it immediately, his life in in danger. Likewise 
sensual desires severely burn the minds of men, and the 
danger is greater than the one coming from a straw torch. 

4. A pit full of burning coal to which a man is forcefully led 
by others: if he cannot break free of their hold by himself, he 
is sure of being thrown on the fire. Likewise sensual desires 
are a blaze to which the victim is led by bad company or his 
own behavior. 

5. A dream of a beautiful landscape which vanishes on wak¬ 
ing up: sensual desires are transitory illusions like dreams 
vanishing when the dreamers wakes up to reality. 

6. Borrowed things about which the borrower makes wild 
boasts in public: likewise sensual desires are short-lived and 
never become the property of the man who tries to own 
them and to draw pleasure and vainglory from them. 
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7. A tree laden with fruit: a man who loves fruit climbs in 
the tree. A second man who cannot climb tries to make the 
tree fall. If the first man does not climb down immediately, 
he risks breaking his limbs. Likewise sensual pleasures break 
all limbs, physical and mental, and bring acute sufferings. 

8. A slaughter-house (or execution-ground); likewise sen¬ 
sual desires kill the noble part of man and cut off his inner 
progress. 

9. The point of a sword: like the point of a sword, sensual 
desires penetrate deeply and inflict wounds. Unfulfilled or 
unsatisfied desires and the pains of jealousy are as painful as 
sword-wounds. 

10. A snake's head: a man who does not pay attention 
where he walks will get bitten by a snake. Likewise sensual 
desires constitute serious dangers for the present and the 
future.^ 

Another passage explains that sensual pleasures enjoyed 
in this world now, and those enjoyed in the future beyond 
death, the perceptions of sensual pleasures enjoyed in this 
world and of those enjoyed in the future beyond death all 
belong to the realm oi Mara. Sensual pleasures lead to greed, 
hatred and destruction, all things which create obstacles on 
the disciple's path (M II 261). Canonical texts provide expla¬ 
nations of why sensual desires are harmful and advice on 
how to uproot them. They lay stress on three things: avoid¬ 
ing the objects of sensual pleasure, controlling the senses 
and controlling the mind. We read in the Ganaka Moggalldna- 
sutta (M III 2): 

Monks, learn to keep watch at the doors of your senses. 
When you see material shapes, do not get immersed in the 
general appearance; do not get immersed in the details. If 
someone lives without controlling his sight, evil thoughts, 
greed, discouragement . . . find their way into him. So prac¬ 
tice control of your sense of sight; keep watch on it, you must 
have complete control of the sense of sight. . ." (The Buddha 
then repeats a similar warning for each of the other senses, 
ears, nose, etc.) 
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For Buddhist monasticism, renouncing the objects of sen¬ 
sual pleasures and controlling the mind did not suffice to 
destroy the roots of sensual desire. Meditation (bhavand) was 
required to change and develop the mind. Renunciation and 
self-control are only an aid on the path of meditation. 


Endnotes 

1. [For an explanation of this term see below pp. 144-5.] 

2. See A.L.Basham, History and Doctrine of the Ajlvikas, London 
1951, p.124. 

3. Mara: literally "death", the personification of all that is evil, of 
all temptations, of everything that ties an individual to the 
cycle of rebirth. 

4. The five objects (panca kama-guna), all described as "desired, 
loved, pleasing, charming, seductive", are appearances {rupa) 
known by sight, sounds (sadda) known by hearing, odors 
(ghandd) known by smell, flavors (rasa) known by taste, and 
tangible things (photthabbd) known by touch, (cf. A IV 456; M I 
175, III 114; S IV 60). 

5. This list of ten comparisons is given in brief in the Alagad- 
dilpama Sutta (M 1 130-142), and elaborated in the Potallya Sutta 
(M I 359-361) and at other places in the Canon. 
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Monks, take to the road. Travel for the good of the many, for the 
happiness of the many, out of compassion for the world; travel for the 
good, the benefit, the happiness of men and gods. Preach the 
Doctrine. . . 

(Vin I 21) 


In the code of discipline of Buddhist monasticism, there is no 
rule which made solitude obligatory; but in the Sutta-pitaka 
solitude was thought to provide a suitable and sometimes 
essential atmosphere for the practice of meditation. To what 
extent did the practice of solitude remove Buddhist monks 
and nuns from society? Were they always alone? 

The longest eulogy of solitude in the Pali canon is found in 
the Khaggavisdna-sutta, which contains forty-one stanzas (Sn. 
34-74). Each stanza ends with the phrase eko care khag- 
gavisdna-kappo which means "go alone like the (one horn of a) 
rhinoceros." The one horn of a rhinoceros symbolizes ascetic 
solitude. Other images are found in the text: to live alone like 
"a great elephant staying away from the herd" (Sn 52), to be 
"like a fish breaking free from the net" (62), to leave "like fire 
which never comes back to the same place" (62), to go "like a 
lion whom no noise can frighten" (71), or "like the wind that 
no net can catch" (71), to live "like a lotus on which water 
cannot rest" (71). All these images were used to praise the 
inclination to be alone, with unfailing heart (68), abandoning 
father and mother (60), forsaking wife and children (38), leav¬ 
ing friends and friendships behind (37, 41), renouncing 
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home and property (44), breaking all ties (45): to be alone like 
the one horn of a rhinoceros! For one who traveled alone, the 
Khaggavisdna-sutta allowed a companion only if he was intel¬ 
ligent, wise and virtuous (47). In the absence of such a com¬ 
panion, he had to continue alone, "like a king who has given 
up his kingdom and his country" (46). The same idea, ex¬ 
pressed less forcefully, is found in the Muni-sutta (Sn 206- 
220) and in the Sdriputta-sutta (Sn 995 - 975 ). The Dham- 
mapada (328, 329, 330) compares a solitary to an elephant 
living alone in the forest. 

The Khaggavisdna-sutta is obviously not in the same catego¬ 
ry as other discourses; its stanzas constitute a series of ex¬ 
clamations (uddna) about the solitary life. The same ideas are 
found again and again in several stanzas and the fourth line 
of each stanza is repeated forty-one times word for word. 
This sutta advocates the solitary life in an exaggerated way; 
but some scholars have taken it as a standard and have there¬ 
fore thought that Buddhist monasticism was originally a 
movement of anchorites. If one takes it as representative of 
the Buddha's intention, however, difficulties arise: the com¬ 
munal life advocated elsewhere by the Buddha is incompati¬ 
ble with the extreme solitude praised in the sutta. How did 
this praise of extreme solitude find its way into the Canon? 
According to the commentaries, the Khaggavisdna-sutta did 
not reflect the Buddha's opinion directly, but that of the "sol¬ 
itary buddhas" {pacceka-buddhd) who lived many years before 
the Buddha Gotama appeared.* According to this commen¬ 
tary, the Buddha Gotama repeated the stanzas in answer to a 
question asked by the venerable Ananda Thera about the 
Enlightenment of "solitary buddhas" (Pj II 46!!.). 

Everything that is known about the "solitary buddhas" 
places them in an essentially pre-buddhist period. No "soli¬ 
tary buddhas" are found at the time when the Buddha's 
Doctrine is preached and his Discipline practiced. The notion 
of "solitary buddhas" was not restricted to the commen¬ 
taries. The Isigili-sutta (M III 68-69) lists many of their 
names, and some others are mentioned in the Kosala-samyut- 
ta (S II 68-102). In my opinion, this notion implies the re- 
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markable idea that even outside Buddhism, someone can 
attain the truth. Someone bom when the Buddha's teaching 
did not exist could go into the forest and live as a hermit. 
Through the practice of meditation and with great effort, he 
could follow the right path and attain the truth. But as he did 
not have the power to explain the path that he had followed, 
he would not become a religious master who could show 
others the way to nibbdna. So a "solitary buddha" was nei¬ 
ther a Buddha nor one of his disciples. In the general sense 
of the term, he was not a Buddhist; but if the term "Bud¬ 
dhism" is used to refer to "the true path," then a "solitary 
buddha" can be said to be a Buddhist. Of course, according 
to Buddhism, finding the truth is not a matter of "religion"; 
what counts is to find and to follow the true path. 

The attitude of solitary buddhas towards society, there¬ 
fore, differed from that of the Buddha and his disciples; they 
did not attempt to preach the Doctrine or to find disciples, 
since their knowledge of the Doctrine was not communicable 
to others. Compared to a flower which grows alone and dies 
in the forest, the anchorite referred to as a solitary buddha 
attains knowledge of the tmth and dies alone. The attitude 
described in the Khaggavisdna-sutta agrees perfectly with this 
way of life. 

The opinion of the Buddha Gotama on the subject of soli¬ 
tude was different. He practiced complete solitude during his 
period of self-mortification, a long time before his Enlighten¬ 
ment (M I 79). At that time indeed he probably was like a 
rhinoceros going his solitary way. He soon realized, however, 
that complete solitude was excessive; and so, after his En¬ 
lightenment, he did not advocate the practice of extreme 
solitude, but organized a Community. It is tme that the Bud¬ 
dha insisted that some monks should go to a forest or to 
empty places (D II 77; M I 205; A III 343); but he never 
prescribed perpetual solitude. Canonical texts describe 
monks who had not reached the stage of Arahant, as well as 
great disciples and the Buddha himself, living alone at times, 
or with one, two or a few companions (M I 205, III 263; A III 
263; S 1 109, II155, V12-13,318; Vin 1 350). "Living in a forest" 
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or "in an empty place" meant living away from the crowd, but 
not necessarily alone. When the Buddha was first invited to 
spend some time in the town of Savatthi, he said to his 
follower Anathapindika: "But householder, Tathdgatas (see 
Glossary) like to live in empty places" (Vin II158), meaning 
places away from the crowd. The great monastery that Anath¬ 
apindika had built for the Buddha and his disciples was in fact 
situated "neither too near the town of Savatthi nor too far 
away from it" (Vin II159). It is necessary to keep in mind here 
that the Master's prescriptions were always aimed at particu¬ 
lar individuals. Living in a forest might help some monks 
practice meditation, but not others. When the monk Upali, for 
example, expressed a wish to live alone in the forest, the 
Buddha advised him not to do so. He thought that if Upali 
stayed alone in the forest, he could only meditate, whereas if 
he lived with the great disciples, he could meditate and also 
learn the Doctrine and the Discipline. Upali followed the 
Master's advice and stayed with them (A V 207; Th-a 1 370; Mp 
1 172). In time, he became an expert on the disciplinary rules of 
the Community (A 1 25; Th 249-251) and taught them to other 
monks (Vin IV 142). 

We know that the Buddha rejected Devadatta's proposal 
that the Community should reside permanently in the for¬ 
est. He took this opportunity to declare that those who want¬ 
ed to live in the forest could do so, but those who wanted to 
choose other places to live could do so as well, as long as 
these were permissible (Vin II 197). Even monks living in 
forest dwellings were obliged to stay in contact with other 
members of their Community and with lay followers. For all 
these reasons, we must accept the explanation given in the 
commentary to the Sutta-nipdta, according to which the Khag- 
gavisdm-sutta was not a sermon emanating directly from the 
Buddha, but a series of striking stanzas expressing the point 
of view of the "solitary buddhas." 

In order to specify the position of Buddhist monasticism 
on solitude, we will consider the story of a old monk called 
Thera, in the Therandna-sutta (S II 282): 
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At that time, there lived a solitary monk called Thera, who 
praised solitude. Alone he would enter the village (for his 
begging-round), alone he would go back, alone he would 
meditate while sitting or walking. Some of his fellow monks 
were surprised by his behavior, and spoke of him to the Bud¬ 
dha, who sent for him. ITiera acknowledged that he did live 
thus in solitude: "it is so. Blessed one. I go into the village 
alone, I come back alone. Alone I practice sitting and walking 
meditation. I am indeed a solitary monk. Blessed one, and I 
praise the life of solitude." 

The Buddha neither praised nor criticized him, but said: 

Thera, you do indeed practice one kind of solitude; but I will 
tell you how to achieve complete solitude. In the solitude that 
I am talking about, Thera, all that which is past must be 
relinquished. All which is in the future must be relinquished. 
Desire and lust in the present must be fully mastered. This is 
the way, Thera, that the true ideal of solitude can be com¬ 
pletely realized. . . The sage who overcomes everything, 
who knows everything, who is attached to nothing, who is 
completely free because he has renounced everything, who is 
without thirst - he is the true sage. This man 1 call "one who 
lives alone." 

We find an echo of this definition of "true solitude" from 
the Therandma-sutta in the Bhaddekaratta-sutta (M III 187), 
which means "The Discourse on the devotee of ideal soli¬ 
tude." (cf. Ananda-bhaddekaratta-sutta, M III 190, and Kaccdna- 
bhaddekaratta-sutta, M III 192.) It starts with the following 
words from the Buddha: "Monks, I will teach you and ex¬ 
plain to you what "the devotee of ideal solitude" is. Listen 
carefully and remember what I tell you." He then explains 
how to escape from the past and the future: ". . . let him not 
dwell on the past or pine for the future which has not yet 
happened. The past is finished. What has not come into 
being has not yet come to pass. Let him wisely focus on the 
present as it happens." 


113 



Solitude 


These two discourses characterize the genuine ideal of sol¬ 
itude in opposition to a common or everyday concept of it. 
True solitude is inner solitude; to acquire it, one must relin¬ 
quish past and future completely, and master desire and 
thirst in the present. This ideal was also expressed in a three¬ 
fold classification of "solitude," or viveka: upadhi-viveka, "de¬ 
tachment from all possessions or substrates' denoted free¬ 
dom from all tendencies to rebirth, and so referred to 
nibbdna; citta-viveka was "mental detachment" (from desires); 
the third, "physical solitude," kdya-viveka, "bodily detach¬ 
ment," was meant to help monks and nuns attain the first 
two. 

In popular imagination, solitude consists in sta5dng alone 
by oneself and for oneself. Similarly, according to some as¬ 
cetic ideals, peace of mind could only be attained away from 
the noise of the crowd. A monk whose name Eka-vihari 
means "the recluse," declared: "When there is nobody to be 
seen in front or behind, one experiences the same content¬ 
ment as one who lives alone in the forest" (Th 537; cf. A III 
344). Just as physical solitude is represented in this image of 
having no one behind or in front, so ideal solitude is charac¬ 
terized by the absence of anxious looks backwards and for¬ 
wards in time. In both discourses {Therandma-sutta and Bhad- 
dekaratta-sutta) the point is this: relinquishing the whole past, 
one does not turn back, one does not relive the past; giving 
up all ties to the future, one does not worry about what is to 
come. 

Inner solitude, in which past and future have lost their 
power to disturb the mind, is compared to physical solitude, 
in which one is not disturbed by what is behind or what is in 
front. But it is not enough to free oneself from these two 
sources of torment, the past and the future, in order to attain 
the perfect tranquility characteristic of genuine solitude. A 
third source of torment must be destroyed: deep attachment 
to any "objects," whether material or simply mental. When 
in full control of desire and "thirst" in the present moment, 
one sees things as they really are in the present, with the 
penetrating knowledge that they are impermanent {anic- 
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ca),unsatisfactoiy (dukkha) and without self (amttd). Both dis¬ 
courses agree that the highest level of solitude goes beyond 
its everyday connotation. We find the same idea in the Dham- 
mapada (348): 

Let go of what is in front. Let go of what is behind. Let go also 
of what is in the middle, and stay above all impermanent 
existence. Then, with a mind free from all objects, you will 
never come back to birth or old age. 

In another discourse, the Migajdla-sutta (S IV 37), the Mas¬ 
ter gives a definition of the phrases eka vihdri, "one who lives 
alone," and saddutiya vihdri, "one who lives with someone 
else": 

There are, Migajala, shapes perceived by the eyes: desirable, 
charming, pleasant, lovely shapes which evoke attractive 
sensual pleasures. If a monk enjoys these shapes, if he seeks 
them and gets attached to them, then pleasure arises. Once 
pleasure has arisen, the monk has ignited his desire. Once he 
has ignited his desire, he is enslaved. A monk who is chained 
to the chain of desire, Migajala, can be called "a monk who 
lives with someone else." 

After providing the same explanation for other objects of 
sensual pleasures, such as melodious sounds, perfumes, 
tastes, etc., the Buddha concludes: 

A monk who lives in this way, Migajala, even if he lives far 
away from society, in a forest where there is no noise, far 
from anybody, where he can avoid being disturbed by 
people, in a place which is proper for monks, even then such 
a monk can be called "one who lives with someone else." 

On the other hand, a genuinely solitary monk is not one who 
lives physically alone, but one who is not attached to the 
objects of sensual pleasures, and who frees himself from 
slavery and the chains of desire: 
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A monk who lives thus free from desire, Migajala, even if he 
lives in the village, among monks and nuns, among men and 
women, among kings, royal ministers or members of other 
religious sects, even then such a monk can be called "one 
who lives alone," because he has given up desire, his com¬ 
panion. 

These sermons lay stress on inner solitude without ad¬ 
vocating physical solitude. Physically to withdraw from soci¬ 
ety is not essential to renunciation. One finds the same idea 
in the Anahgam-sutta (M I 30), where the Arahant Sariputta, 
the foremost disciple of the Buddha, says: 

A man can live alone in the forest and practice austerities, 
while still harboring many impure thoughts in his mind; on 
the other hand, a man can live in a village or a town and 
practice no austerities, but still his mind can be free of impure 
thoughts. Of these two, the one who leads a pure life in the 
village or the town is far superior and more advanced than 
the one who lives alone in the forest with impure thoughts. 

For the Buddha, what matters is not to withdraw from soci¬ 
ety physically, but to live without attachment, just like the 
lotus flower (A II 39; S II140). A sermon from the Ahguttara- 
nikdya (V 108-111) describes the meditative practice of "dis¬ 
engagement from the whole world" in the following words: 

Ananda, when a monk renounces clinging and attachment to 
the world, (and) the standpoints, inclinations and tendencies 
of his mind, and so turns away from things without grasping, 
then Ananda, this is called the practice of disengagement 
from the whole world. . . 

These various texts show clearly the position held by Bud¬ 
dhist monasticism on the subject of solitude. It was neces¬ 
sary as a preliminary step to leave the quarrels of society in 
order to follow the path of renunciation and to progress in 
the contemplative life, but simple separation from society 
was not a means of attaining detachment. This is why the life 
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of renunciation embraced by Buddhist monks and nuns was 
not a life devoted to solitude. They were not recluses or 
independent ascetics, in the literal sense of these terms. It is 
true that they were not attached to family relations and other 
ties, but they were not completely isolated either. In practice, 
as well as in principle, they were not alone. 


The Position of Buddhist Monks in Society; 
(i) The Community 

Buddhist monks were essentially social beings, for two rea¬ 
sons. First they were members of a society called sahgha (the 
Community), in which they had responsibilities, duties and 
also rights. Second, as we have seen, they depended on lay 
people for clothing, medicine, and food, and they also had 
responsibilities, duties and rights in relation to lay society. So 
they were not isolated, without social relations or friendly 
contact with their neighbors. 

In order to describe more precisely the relationship of Bud¬ 
dhist monks to their Community, we will investigate their 
admission into the Community, the rules of the Community, 
and the unity of the Community. 


Admission into the Community 

According to the texts of the Vinaya, the monastic Communi¬ 
ty came into being with the admission of the first five as¬ 
cetics. They accepted the Buddha's Teaching and asked to 
become his disciples. The Master told them: "Come, monks, 
practice the life of purity to bring a complete end to suffering 
(dukkha)" (Vin I 23). This was the original formula used by 
the Master in the first days of the Community to bestow the 
Ordination on monks and nuns. The invitation "Come, 
monk" brought about immediate and full admission to the 
Community: in time, admission was separated into two 


117 



Solitude 


stages, the minor Ordination (pabbajjd) preceding the major 
Ordination (upasampadd). 

After the second discourse and the ordination of Yasa and 
his four friends, followed by the ordination of their fifty 
friends, sixty disciples found themselves “delivered from 
all defilements," and were sent out by the Master to preach 
the Doctrine (Vin 1 21). This happened a few months after the 
Buddha's Enlightenment. People from various parts of the 
country heard their preaching and sought admission into 
the Community; at first the monks brought them back to the 
Buddha for ordination. Then the Master allowed monks to 
bestow the minor and the major Ordinations themselves; but 
he did not tell them to use the formula quoted above. Now it 
was the candidate who had to recite a formula, repeating it 
three times: "I take refuge in the Buddha; I take refuge in the 
Teaching; I take refuge in the Community" (Vin I 22). How¬ 
ever, this second stage in the evolution of the procedures for 
ordination did not last long. 

Following an incident involving an elderly brahmin, the 
Buddha replaced the formula of the three refuges with a new 
procedure: henceforth, the Community would only bestow 
major Ordination on a novice who was presented by his 
preceptor. No one could enter the Community by himself; 
everyone seeking membership had to be the novice of a 
preceptor. It was the preceptor's responsibility to provide 
preliminary training for his pupil before he joined the Com¬ 
munity. The Ordination ceremony was a legal act: a motion 
had to be put to the Community three times in succession (Vin 
I 56). A qualified monk would pronounce the following 
words: 

May the Community hear me! Venerable Ones, this person 
N. seeks ordination, with the Venerable X. as his preceptor. If 
the Venerable Ones think it fitting, may the Community give 
him the Ordination through his preceptor. This is the motion. 


He would continue: 
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May the Community hear me! Venerable Ones, this person 
N. seeks ordination, with the Venerable X. as his preceptor. 
The Community is about to bestow the Ordination on N., 
with X. as his preceptor. If any of the Venerable Ones accepts 
the Ordination of N. with preceptor X., let him keep silent. If 
someone finds it unacceptable, let him speak up. 

These words would then be repeated a second and third 
time; and then the monk would declare: 

N. is ordained with X. as preceptor. This is acceptable to the 
Community, as the Venerable ones have kept silent. This is 
the way I understand it. 

In addihon, the novice had to request the Major Ordination 
before a gathering of the Community, in the following 
words; 

I seek ordination from the Conununity, venerable ones. In 
compassion for me, may the Community, venerable ones, 
accept me. Now for the second time I seek Ordination. . . 
Now for the third time I seek Ordination. . . 

The details of this procedure clearly show that from then 
on the authority, the right and the power to bestow major 
Ordination rested with the Community. The novice needed 
to have a preceptor approved by the Community and re¬ 
sponsible for preparing him for ordination. He had to be able 
to answer various questions put to him before a gathering of 
the Community, when it would be emphasized to him that 
the occasion called for truthful and correct answers. These 
questions constituted a kind of oral exam intended to check 
the novice's physical and mental abilities (Vin I 93). 

The number of rules concerning admission into the Com¬ 
munity increased with the influx of candidates and the grow¬ 
ing complexity both of life inside the Community and of the 
relationship between the Community and lay society. Many 
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matters were regulated in the Vinaya, including the follow¬ 
ing: the minimum number of monks required to bestow the 
Ordination, the preceptor's qualifications, duties and re¬ 
sponsibilities, the pupil's obligations, the competence and 
age of the postulants, the probation period imposed on for¬ 
mer members of other religious sects when they requested 
admission into the Community. According to these rules, 
postulants had to undergo a period of preparation and edu¬ 
cation under the guidance of their preceptor (Vin I 45). 
Sometimes this training was given before the minor Ordina¬ 
tion, sometimes in between the minor and the major Ordina¬ 
tions. Novices had to wait until they were twenty years of 
age before they could be given the major Ordination (Vin IV 
128-130. Members of other religious sects had to undergo a 
probation period of at least four months before they could 
join the Community (Vin I 67).^ 

Monks were not allowed to admit into the Community 
those who did not possess the requisite qualities. The Ma- 
hdvagga (Vin I 72-76) includes many people in this category: 
little children (too small to frighten a crow away), people 
suffering from leprosy, boils, eczema or epilepsy, soldiers or 
civil servants who had not legally resigned their office in the 
service of king or government, thieves, escaped convicts, 
criminals, people who had undergone punishment by the 
whip or other methods leaving scars on their body, debtors, 
slaves, young people who did not have the consent of their 
parents (Vin I 83), people who had had a hand, an ear, their 
nose, their fingertips or their toes cut off as a punishment, 
people inflicted with goitres or elephantiasis, hunchbacks, 
dwarfs, the seriously ill, the very ugly, those who had lost an 
eye, the maimed, the crippled, the paralytic, the very old, 
the blind, the deaf and the mute. Another group of people 
were debarred from joining the Community or from staying 
in it: eunuchs, hermaphrodites, those who had murdered 
their father, their mother or an Arahant, and people who 
had caused a schism in the Community (Vin I 85-89). Ac¬ 
cording to the Bhikkhuni-vibhanga (Vin IV 317-334), several 
categories of women were barred from receiving the major 
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Ordination: these included pregnant women, the mothers of 
unweaned infants, postulants who had not undergone a 
training period of two years during which they observed the 
six precepts, 3 postulants who had done so but without hav¬ 
ing obtained approval from the Community (to do so), re¬ 
bellious postulants who associated with young men, and 
those who did not have their parents' or their husband's 
permission. These lengthy lists show that the Community 
was not an organization freely open to all who wished to 
join, although it was always possible to leave it freely and 
without difficulty. Buddhist monks were thus not isolated 
individuals, but members of a society with well defined rules 
of admission. It is possible to get a clearer idea of the 
qualities required of members of the Community by focusing 
on the motivation behind its rules. 


The Community's Rules 

When for the first time the venerable Sariputta Thera ex¬ 
pressed his desire to have a code of rules laid down for the 
Community, the Master rejected the idea of rules established 
in the abstract. He was concerned that an abstract Rule 
would not allow the Community to adapt to changing cir¬ 
cumstances (such as the dispersion of its members, excess of 
material goods or the development of scholarship). Since 
circumstances were likely to change, it was better to lay 
down rules as need arose (Vin III 9); so the Master estab¬ 
lished rules as the occasion demanded, and did not hesitate 
to revise or amend them when necessary. We have had am¬ 
ple evidence of the fact that the Vinaya rules were not simply 
designed to create a propitious atmosphere for a life free 
from defilements; they also laid stress on health and com¬ 
fort, and insisted on the observance of proper social customs 
inside the Community. They regulated every daily act of the 
monks, their way of eating, of walking, of dressing, etc, 
down to small details of behavior. The "rules of good behav¬ 
ior" {sekhiyd dhamma: Vin IV 185-206) show to what extent 
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the Vinaya texts tried to fashion individuals who were well- 
adjusted to the customs both of the Community and of lay 
society. 

The rules of the Community were established with ten 
intentions in mind (Vin III 21; IV 91, 120, 182, 299); 

1. Protecting the Community 

2. Insuring the Community's comfort 

3. Warding off ill-meaning people 

4. Helping well-behaved monks and nuns 

5. Destroying present defilements 

6. Preventing future defilements 

7. Benefiting non-followers 

8. Increasing the number of followers 

9. Establishing the Discipline 

10. Observing the rules of restraint. 

Eight out of the ten reasons given here deal with the rela¬ 
tionship which is to exist between monks inside the Commu¬ 
nity, as well as between monks and society outside the Com¬ 
munity. Only two of these reasons, numbers five and sbc, 
specifically concern the individual issue of destroying defile¬ 
ments. The Community's regulations were thus for the most 
part motivated by the desire to safeguard the place of monks 
both in the Community and in the wider social and religious 
environment. 


The Unity of the Community 

Another aspect of the social nature of Buddhist monasticism 
deserves our attention: the number of rules and amount of 
advice concerning unity and unanimity between members of 
the Community. The Buddha is represented in the canonical 
texts as laying great stress on unity among his disciples: "the 
unity of the Community is a happiness, and happy is the life 
of united monks" (Dhp 194). The Patimokkha (Vin III 172, 175; 
cf. M III 9-10) exhorts monks to be united: "Members of the 
Community who live united, in friendship and without dis- 
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putes, are happy, recite (the disciplinary code) together and 
live in comfort." 

The Community's regulations instituted various cere¬ 
monies to strengthen unity among its members. For exam¬ 
ple, the ceremony of Uposatha in which all monks or nuns 
were requested to participate, took place at the end of every 
lunar half-month (on the fourteenth or fifteenth day of the 
lunar month depending on its length), in a special meeting 
hall (called uposathdgara) in the monastery. The main ritual of 
this statutory ceremony was the recitation of the disciplinary 
code (the Pdtimokkha); members of the Community were thus 
brought together to reaffirm their unity. The ceremony - in 
which only those who had received the major Ordination 
were allowed to participate - provided them with an oppor¬ 
tunity to discover and confess any offense which might have 
been committed. A qualified monk would pronounce the 
following words: 

May the Community hear me. Venerable ones!"* Today is the 
day of Uposatha, the fifteenth day of the fortnight. If the Com¬ 
munity is ready, let the Community perform the ceremony of 
Uposatha, and recite the Pdtimokkha. What is the Community 
to do first? It must recite the declaration of purity. I will recite 
the Pdtimokkha. Let all of us here listen and pay attention. 

Whoever has committed an offense must declare it. Who¬ 
ever is without fault must keep silent. From your silence. 
Venerable ones, I will infer that you are pure. Just as a single 
man must answer a question addressed to him, so it is in this 
gathering, when the question has been repeated three times. 

A monk who does not confess an offense which he has com¬ 
mitted and which he remembers, once the question has been 
asked three times, is guilty of deliberate lying. And deliberate 
lying. Venerable ones, is a hindrance to the religious life. 
Such are the words of the Master. This is why a monk who 
has committed an offense, who remembers it and is intent on 
purification, must declare his offense; for when it is revealed 
there comes to be comfort for him. 

In fact, the ceremony was not a simple recitation. Monks and 
nuns were actually requested to undertake a thorough self- 
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examination. We can say that the ceremony was a kind of 
"quality control" for the Community. A monk appointed by 
the Community would recite or read out the disciplinary 
code. At the end of every set of rules, he would ask the 
monks or nuns: 

Venerable ones, I have just recited this set of rules. I ask you, 
in the name of the Community, whether you have trans¬ 
gressed these rules. [He would repeat the question three 
times, and then continue:] Venerable ones, I infer from your 
silence, in the name of the Community, that you have not 
transgressed these rules." 

This ceremony gives us a good example of the way monks 
tried to purify themselves individually while living in com¬ 
munity. The Mahdvagga (Vin 1 112-116) describes the correct 
or incorrect ways of reciting the disciplinary code, whether 
in a complete or partial recitation. The speaker had to be a 
senior monk, and able to speak in a clear enough voice. If no 
qualified monk was to be found in one monastic district to 
recite the code, a monk who had just received the major 
Ordination was sent to another district in order to learn it. If 
a monk was unable to take part in the Uposatha because of 
illness, he could send his "declaration of purity" through 
another monk who would proclaim it before the gathered 
Community (Vin 1 121). A monk who was ill could be carried 
to the ceremony if he wished. If he could not be moved, the 
local Community had to assemble at his bedside. If a monk 
was kept away for other reasons, for example if he was held 
prisoner by soldiers or bandits, other monks were always 
under the obligation to attempt to secure his release, 
through friendly negotiations with his captors, so that he 
could take part in the Uposatha. 

The Vinaya lays great stress on another aspect of the Com¬ 
munity's unity: to perform a legal act {sahgha-kamma = vin- 
aya-kamma), it was an absolute necessity that all the members 
of the Community in one district be present, without excep¬ 
tion. Monks were only dispensed from attending if they 
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were seriously ill, physically or mentally. These were the 
only cases when the local Community could gather in the 
knowledge that some of its members were missing. Even 
monks who had attained the highest degree of inner prog¬ 
ress had to take part, as is well illustrated in a story from the 
Mahdvagga (Vin I 123). In those days, the Arahant Maha- 
Kappina Thera lived alone in the Deer Park near Rajagaha, 
and wondered to himself: "Am I required to go the the cere¬ 
mony of Uposatha? Am I to go to the statutory ceremonies of 
the Community or not, since I am completely pure?" Hear¬ 
ing about his disciple's hesitation, the Buddha told him: 
"Maha-Kappina, if people like you do not respect the stat¬ 
utory ceremonies of the Community, who will? So go and 
attend the ceremony of Uposatha and the (other) statutory 
ceremonies of the Community, Maha-Kappina; do not avoid 
going." 

Concord and harmony between monks was reinforced by 
the Rainy Season Retreat, during which all monks from the 
same region would gather as a local Community to perform 
the Uposatha and other statutory ceremonies. Whatever the 
original motivation behind this custom might have been, the 
three months retreat soon became a major opportunity for 
monks to enjoy social life. During this time they were ex¬ 
pected to live in harmony and friendship, meditating and 
discussing the Master's teaching. After the Rainy Season Re¬ 
treat, they would take to the roads. Once a group of monks 
from Kosala observed their retreat in a particular way: think¬ 
ing that silence was a great virtue, they decided on the eve of 
their retreat to abstain from speaking for the next three 
months. Afterwards when they visited the Buddha, he asked 
them if their retreat had been conducted properly and suc¬ 
cessfully. They answered: "Blessed One, it was very suc¬ 
cessful. We observed the virtue of silence and remained with¬ 
out speaking for three months: we were very happy." The 
Buddha did not approve of their behavior: 

Monks, these stupid men spent their time uncomfortably, but 

they pretended to be very happy. Monks, these stupid men 
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spent their time like a flock of sheep, like a bunch of lay¬ 
abouts, but they pretended to have a very successful time. 
Monks, how could these stupid men embrace the practice of 
silence, in imitation of other religious sects? 


The Buddha took this opportunity to forbid vows of silence 
(Vin 1 159). The practice of silence was not permissible, even 
during the Rainy Season Retreat, because it was thought to 
be an obstacle to monks' unity. According to a permission 
expressly given in the Mahdvagga (Vin 1 142), for example, if a 
monk received a message from another monk, a nun or a 
novice, who were losing heart in the practice of the religious 
life, they had to leave immediately to see this person and 
give him or her advice, even during the Rainy Season Re¬ 
treat. 

The end of the Rainy Season Retreat was marked by two 
important ceremonies: the pavdram, which only involved 
monks, and the kathina, which we described earlier. The 
pavdram, at which each monk asked the others to reproach 
him publicly for any misdeed he might have committed dur¬ 
ing the retreat, was intended to enhance harmony between 
the members of the Community. Monks would assemble in a 
solemn gathering, and each one of them, sitting on the floor 
in an attitude of respect, and raising his clasped hands, 
would address his fellow monks in the following words: 


I beseech you. Venerable ones of the Community, if you have 
heard of something reprehensible in my behavior, or have 
perceived it, or if you entertain any suspicion against me, 
take pity on me. Venerable ones, and tell me. If I recognize it, 

I will want to confess it. 

The tenth section of the Mahdvagga (Vin 1 336-358) and the 
seventh one of the Cullavagga (Vin II179-204) list the advice 
and rules aimed at preventing schisms in the Community 
(safigha-bheda). Verbal disputes would arise from time to time 
on matters of discipline or doctrine. A group of monks in 
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Kosambi disagreed about a problem of discipline, and the 
dispute went very far. However the monks soon managed to 
come to an agreement and then went to visit the Buddha, 
who took this opportunity to explain to them how to live in 
harmony with each other, and how theoretical problems con¬ 
cerning the Doctrine or the Discipline should be resolved 
without dispute or schism (Vin I 352, II156; cf. D II125, M I 
320-325, II 238-243, It 11-12). Provoking a schism was re¬ 
garded as a major offense, in the same category as killing 
one's mother, one's father or an Arahant, or wounding a 
Buddha (Vin II 193). Monks and nuns were not allowed to 
attempt to provoke a schism, nor to harbor opinions liable to 
lead to a schism {Sahghddisesa rules 10 and 11 in the Bhikkhu- 
Pdtimokkha, 14 and 15 in the Bhikkhuni-Pdtimokkha). Should a 
monk hear about some monks or nuns somewhere attempt¬ 
ing to provoke a schism, he was allowed, even during the 
Rainy Season Retreat, to go to them and give them advice so 
as to restore unity (Vin 1 151). 

When groups of disciples came to visit him, the Buddha 
would ask them if they had enough food, if they were happy 
with the way they had spent their time, and if they lived 
together in harmony: "I hope that you are on friendly terms 
with everyone, monks, that you live in harmony like milk 
and water (mixed), looking upon each other with eyes of 
affection" (Vin I 158, III 156). The Mahdvagga speaks in the 
same way of monks living together: "They lived in harmony, 
like milk and water, looked upon each other with eyes of 
affection, with respect and mutual consideration; they had 
different bodies but one mind" (Vin 1 351, cf. M I 206). It was 
each monk's duty to be polite and considerate toward his 
fellow monks (D III 245, M 1 33, cf. M 1 322, A III 289). Lack of 
friendly feelings towards fellow monks was thought to be an 
obstacle on the path of inner progress (M I 101-104). 

In conclusion, let us repeat, Buddhist monks and nuns 
were not isolated individuals; they lived as members of their 
own societies^ the Bhikkhu- and Bhikkuni-sangha, with detailed 
regulations designed to insure proper behavior and well¬ 
being. 
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The Position of Buddhist Monks in Society: 
(ii) Relations with Laity 

Buddhist monks and nuns may seem to have been radically 
cut off from lay society, because of their attitudes, customs 
and behavior. Their way of life was in one sense completely 
different from that of lay people, and they remained on the 
margins of the world's affairs. But in religious matters, they 
were very close to lay people, in three different ways; they 
depended on them for their subsistence, they encouraged 
their faith and support by providing examples of good be¬ 
havior, and they acted as their religious advisers. 


The Dependence of Monks on Lay People 

As we have emphasized repeatedly, Buddhist monks and 
nuns relied on lay followers for food, clothes, lodging and 
medicine; although they did not take part in social produc¬ 
tion, they did take part in consumption. Despite these ties to 
society, however, they were not involved in economic com¬ 
petition, since their needs were so few. Their dependence on 
laity constituted a stable bridge between the Community and 
lay society. Lay people contributed to the Community's sup¬ 
port, indeed they assumed full responsibility for it, and this 
gave them the right to criticize monks or nuns who deviated 
from right conduct. 

For their part, monks and nuns were to strive to maintain 
the high standards of religious life that would make it worthy 
of respect. Their success in doing so both attracted people to 
Buddhism, and gave them sufficient status to be able to inflict 
(non-violent) punishment on lay people who deserved it. Lay 
people were always free to criticize bad conduct in monks or 
nuns, but if one of them accused a monk or nun without good 
reason, the Community was not to let it pass: the punishment 
consisted in refusing to accept the alms offered by the of¬ 
fender. This was known as "the (formal) act of overturning 
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the bowl": monks would go to the offender's house with their 
begging-bowls, but in a symbolic gesture they would over¬ 
turn their bowls to demonstrate that they did not accept 
anything from this lay person, that in fact the Community 
refosed to admit him or her as a follower.^ The Cullavagga (Vin 
II i24ff.) recounts the following story: one day a lay follower, 
prince Licchavi Vaddha, had accused the venerable Dab- 
bamallaputta of having raped his wife. The judgment of the 
alleged offense revealed that the accuser had incriminated the 
monk in order to ruin his reputation and have him expelled 
from the Community. The monks punished Licchavi Vaddha 
by overturning their bowls, but suspended the punishment 
after he confessed his offense and publicly asked for for¬ 
giveness. According to the Vinaya, this punishment could 
only be inflicted or suspended through a legal act of the 
Community. The Cullavagga text gives a list of cases when this 
punishment could be inflicted on a lay follower: if he had tried 
to prevent devotees from offering gifts to monks, if he had 
tried to harm monks, to drive them away from a residence, to 
insult them, to sow dissension among them, and to speak ill 
of the Buddha, his Teaching and the Community. This custom 
provides a good illustration of the relation between monks 
and lay people, at least in some provinces: if lay society and 
the Community had not had close and lasting religious rela¬ 
tions, such a punishment would not have been possible. But 
this same punishment allowed monks to set limits to their 
dependence on lay people: if some lay people were not suit¬ 
able followers, the Community refused to rely on them. Being 
excluded in this way was thought to be very much to the 
disadvantage of the people concerned, and this is the reason 
why Licchavi Vaddha came before the Community to ask 
publicly for forgiveness (Vin II124-127). 

Monks' and nuns' dependence on lay people acted as a 
guarantee that the relationship between the Community and 
lay society would endure, through their exemplary conduct 
and the laity's faithful support. Buddhist lay followers had 
the duty and responsibility to support the Community. For 
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their part monks and nuns had the duty to help lay people 
remain faithful to the Three Jewels by setting examples of 
good behavior. 


Encouraging the Faith of Lay People 

The Buddha's teaching spread thanks to the exemplary con¬ 
duct of his disciples. Every day they went from door to door 
or in the streets, providing living examples of how to prac¬ 
tice the Master's teaching. On seeing a Buddhist monk for 
the first time, a wandering brahmanical ascetic asked him: 
"Friend, your composure is perfectly serene; and your skin is 
perfectly pure and bright. Friend, why did you leave family 
life? Who is your Master? Whose Doctrine do you follow?" 
(Vin I 39). Many people were said to have been attracted to 
the new religion because of the good behavior of members of 
the Community. But there were also many people who were 
dissatisfied with the behavior of certain disciples. The Master 
often took into consideration the criticisms and proposals 
emanating from lay people. The Vinaya indicates clearly that 
most of the rules established in the disciplinary code con¬ 
formed to the social and religious customs of the time. When 
a monk or a nun misbehaved, the Master would remind 
them: "This is not a thing to do. This is not the way, monks, 
to persuade non-believers; they will be dissuaded and be¬ 
lievers will turn away." In other words, the behavior of 
monks and nuns was to "bring satisfaction to non-believers 
and cause the number of believers to increase" {appasan- 
ndnam pasdddya, pasanndnarti bhiyyobhdvdya); this phrase is re¬ 
peated in 409 places in the Bhikkhu-vibhahga and in the Bhik- 
khuni-vibhahga. 

It is easy to understand the reason for this; good behavior 
is favorable not only to a monk's own well-being, but also to 
the happiness and well-being of many others. This is why 
the Dhammapada (382) says that "even a young novice who 
devotes his life to the Doctrine of the Great Enlightened One 
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lights up this world like the moon coming out of from behind 
the clouds."^ It is not our intent here to decide whether such 
a monk really "lights up" society or not; in the perspective of 
this study, what matters is the idea that the religious life is 
not only embraced by monks and nuns, and even by 
novices, for their own well-being, but also for the inspiration 
and religious benefit of others. 

While it was the duty of monks and nuns to edify non¬ 
believers and to increase the number of believers by setting a 
good example, precautions were taken in the Vinaya to avoid 
hypocrisy. In the Nikdya texts also, a frequently recurring 
passage condemns deception, coaxing, insinuation and greed 
as forms of "improper livelihood" (e.g., M III 75). They were 
not allowed to make a show of their virtues in order to gain 
new adepts, nor to display their miraculous powers in front of 
lay people (Vin II 112). They were forbidden to reveal to lay 
people, and sometimes even to their fellow-monks, that they 
observed one or another ascetic practice.^ They were not to 
boast of any superhuman perfection, nor even simply to say: 
"I choose to live in solitude," (Vin III 93). These rules were 
established to fight hypocrisy and prevent monks from taking 
advantage of lay people. 

Monks and nuns had to do all they could, within the 
bounds of what was proper, in order to improve the religious 
devotion of lay followers. According to the regulation laid 
down in the Mahdvagga (Vin I 139), if a monk received the 
following message from a lay person, "Come, venerable 
one, we wish to hear the Doctrine," or "Come venerable 
one, we have built a residence, and we wish to give it to the 
Community and to hear the Doctrine," he had to grant the 
request even during the Rainy Season Retreat. Monks and 
nuns were expected not to neglect the religious needs of lay 
people, and had a duty to encourage them to remain faithful. 
On the other hand, we must not forget that they were not 
allowed to have improper relationships with lay people, or to 
become too close to them {Sahghddisesa rules 13 from the Bhik- 
khu Pdtimokkha and 12 from the Bhikkhuni Pdtimokkha). Nuns 
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were forbidden to help with the cooking or the housework in 
lay households {Pdcittiya rules 36 and 44, Vin IV 293-294, 
299-300). 


The Role of Religious Adviser 

The essential feature of the Community's relationship to lay 
society was the obligation to preach and teach the Doctrine. 
Lay people supported the Community through gifts of food 
and clothes, and in exchange monks and nuns showed them 
the right path. The Master explained the solidarity between 
the material gifts (dmisa ddna) of lay people and the spiritual 
gifts {dhamma ddna) of monks in the following words: 

Monks, householders and brahmins are very helpful to you, 
since they give you robes, food, lodging, medicine and treat¬ 
ment when you are ill. You too, monks, are very helpful to 
householders and brahmins, since you teach them the 
Doctrine." 

(It 111-112) 

The duty of monks to teach the Doctrine goes back to the first 
days of the Community; as is recounted in a well-known 
passage from the Mahdvagga (Vin I 21), the Buddha told his 
disciples, a few months after his Enlightenment: 

Monks, I am free of all ties, human and divine, and so are 
you, monks, free from all ties, human and divine. Monks, 
take to the road. Travel for the good of the many, for the 
happiness of the many, out of compassion for the world; 
travel for the good, the benefit, the happiness of men and 
gods. Preach the Doctrine. . . 

(Vin I 21) 

From the first, the Buddha's teaching was a message openly 
addressed to all; disciples traveled in order to spread it. Lay 
people relied on monks to preach the Doctrine and some¬ 
times came to the monastery to hear them preach; if monks 
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did not preach they were upset. Once, probably in the first 
days of the Community, a few monks who greatly admired 
the virtue of silence gathered together in the monastery on 
the day of the Uposatha. Lay followers came to hear the Doc¬ 
trine, but the monks remained silent in front of their au¬ 
dience. The people were upset and reproached the monks 
for behaving like "dumb" pigs.® When he heard about it, the 
Master advised monks gathered on the day of the Uposatha to 
preach the Doctrine to lay followers rather than to remain 
like "dumb pigs" (Vin I loi). Even the begging-round was 
sometimes part of the "proselytizing campaign" of Buddhist 
monks. A monk would approach someone he did not know 
to ask him for alms; although he did not speak to him, the 
two would gradually come to know each other, and their 
acquaintance paved the way to discussions of the Doctrine. 
The Buddha would sometimes beg at the house of very un¬ 
sympathetic brahmins. They received him with hostility, but 
he would still take the opportunity to deliver some great 
sermon (cf. S 1 165,167, lyiff., Sn p.izff). Despite the difficul¬ 
ties they encountered in some places, monks did not hesitate 
to go there in order to convert people. They acted "in the 
interest and for the happiness of the many." The Itivuttaka (p. 
108) has many epithets for such preachers: masters, leaders 
of caravans, destroyers of passions, dispellers of darkness, 
bringers of light and brightness, torchbearers, enlighteners; 
they could also be called "Aryans" (noble ones) or "Munis." 
(In non-Buddhist use, the term muni means a "Silent Sage," 
but for Buddhism "one does not become a sage simply be¬ 
cause of a vow of silence," Dhp 268). The Buddha wished 
expressly that even elderly disciples should take part in the 
teaching of the Doctrine. The Arahant Maha-Kappina Thera 
was in the habit of staying alone, enjoying the bliss of deliv¬ 
erance, but the Buddha sent him to preach the Doctrine to 
his fellow-monks. He later became the most famous disciple 
to give advice to monks (A I 25). 

According to the canonical texts, several nuns were re¬ 
nowned for their wisdom and their skill at preaching the 
Doctrine. Once the venerable nun Khema gave a sermon 
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before king Pasenadi, who was so pleased with it that he 
stood up from his seat and respectfully bowed before her (S 
IV 374); she is mentioned in canonical texts as the most cele¬ 
brated of learned nuns (A I 25). Dhammadinna Theii was 
renowned as the best preacher among nuns (A I 26). When 
the Buddha heard the answers she gave to some questions 
put to her by a lay follower called Visakha, he said: "Vis- 
akha, the nun Dhammadinna is truly wise, she is very 
learned; if you had put these questions to me, I would have 
given you the same answers" (M 1 304). On another occasion, 
he praised a sermon delivered by the nun Kajahgala Theri in 
similar terms (A V 54-56). Canonical texts quote several dis¬ 
courses pronounced by nuns on various occasions (A I 88, II 
164, 347, S II 236). 

Did all monks and nuns go out to preach? At first, only 
disciples who were "free from all ties, human or divine," 
would be sent to preach the Doctrine. Later on, all learned 
disciples had to take part, except novices, the very elderly, 
those who were ill, and those who showed no aptitude for 
teaching: the latter would serve the monastic Community in 
other ways, like Dabbamallaputta Thera, for example, who 
was in charge of arrangements for lodging and eating in the 
monastery at Rajagaha (Vin II75). Teaching the Doctrine was 
not easy for everyone. The Arahant Maha-Kassapa Thera, 
for example, would not preach often; despite his great 
wisdom, he was a poor preacher, and one day greatly disap¬ 
pointed some nuns with his sermon (S II 215). Among re¬ 
nowned preachers, some were monks and nuns who had 
not attained the stage of Arahantship. When Punna Thera 
left for Sunaparanta to spread the Doctrine there, he had not 
yet become an Arahant (M II 267, S IV 60). The venerable 
Ananda Thera was also not an Arahant, but he was an excel¬ 
lent preacher; when he delivered the sermon called the Ac- 
chariya-Abbhutadhatnrm-sutta (M III 119), the Buddha listened 
to it and thanked him at the end, as he sometimes did when 
monks preached (cf.A III 195). It is true that Ananda, thanks 
to the closeness of his relationship wit his Master, had an 
extensive knowledge of the Doctrine; but other monks and 
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nuns who were not Arahants were also renowned as preach¬ 
ers. Nevertheless the Buddha did advise monks and nuns to 
reach a certain degree of inner progress before preaching to 
others (A V lo). 

Monks and nuns undertook to preach the Doctrine; the 
purity of their behavior and their progress on the path of 
inner development were not simply intended for their per¬ 
sonal benefit. The Buddha expressed this in the Itivuttaka 
(pill): 

There are three kinds of individual who are bom in this world 
in the interest of the many, for the happiness of the many . . . 
out of compassion for the world, for the good, the benefit, the 
happiness of men and gods. Who are these three? A Buddha, 
his disciple who is an Arahant, and his disciple who is prog¬ 
ressing on the path towards Arahantship. These three preach 
the Doctrine, which is good in the beginning, good in the 
middle, and good at the end. 


Endnotes 

1. The Mahdvastu (I 357) agrees with this Theravadin view. 

2. This obligation applied neither to the Sakyans nor to the Jafila 
ascetics. The S^yans were considered to be naturally suited, 
because of their natural affection towards the Buddha and the 
Community. Jatila ascetics were granted this special privilege 
because of their belief in karma, the moral theory of action and 
its results. 

3. This probationary period, during which they were known as 
female postulants (sikkhamana), had to be approved by the 
Community following the same procedure as the one we have 
just discussed for the Ordination of male novices. After the 
Community had accepted her, a postulant promised to observe 
six precepts for two years. These precepts were the five incum¬ 
bent on all lay Buddhists with the addition of the prohibition 
on eating after noon, shared with novices, monks and nims. 
Rather confusingly, perhaps, both male and female novices 
{sdmattera, samatteri) followed a longer list of ten precepts (see 
Appendix 3). However, while a male novice could proceed 
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directly to the major Ordination at any time (provided he was 
at least twenty years old), a female novice had first to complete 
this probationary period of two years as a "postulant." (This 
was one of the eight special conditions imposed on the nuns' 
Order by the Buddha: see Appendix i, pp. 159-60). The age 
limit of 20 years to obtain the Major Ordination was a condition 
also for female postulants who were unmarried (see Pacittiya 
rules 71, 72, 73); but a young woman who had entered into the 
married life could obtain the Major Ordination if she was al¬ 
ready 12 years old (see Pacittiya rules 65, 66, 67). For such a 
candidate the necessary conditions were (i) obtaining permis¬ 
sion of her husband, (ii) spending the probationary period of 
two years, (iii) obtaining the approval of the Nuns' Order. 

4. The Uposatha ceremony for nuns was held in their own meet¬ 
ing hall, where they were addressed as "noble ladies" (ayya). 

5. The Ceylon Chronicles recount that one time the Community 
of the Maha-vihara (in Ceylon) inflicted this punishment on 
king Dathopatissa II (650-658 A.D.) (cf. Mahavamsa, Chapter 
45, 29-31). 

6. According to the Ceylon Chronicles, emperor Asoka (268-239 
B.C.) became interested in Buddhism after he witnessed the 
good behavior and serenity of the novice Nigrodha as the latter 
was walking in front of the royal palace (cf. Mahavamsa Chapter 
V, 21-22). 

7. Rigorous ascetic practices and self-mortification are rejected by 
Buddhism as harmful rather than useful; but a few mild ascetic 
practices, called dhutahga, are accepted as suitable to help cer¬ 
tain monks or nuns control their inner problems. These 
dhutahga, however, are never obligatory in Buddhist monasti- 
cism. 

8. Canonical texts (e.g. Vin 1 159) make ironical use of the phrase 
mugavatta, "the vow of dumbness," to denote the vow of si¬ 
lence taken by members of other religious sects at the time of 
the Buddha. 
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"Amnda, some of you might think after my death: "The Master's 
teaching has come to an end; we have no Master any more.” This is 
not the right way to look at things. The Doctrine ('dhamma) and the 
Discipline ("vinaya) which I have taught and established will be your 
Master when I have departed from this world. . . Work out your 
salvation with diligence." 

(D II 154, 156). 

Monastic life required that specific practices regarding clothes 
and lodging, money and food, solitude and inner progress 
should be observed; this implies, on one hand, training and 
initiation, and on the other hand, a set of regulations. 


The Relationship between Preceptor and 

Pupil 

As we saw in the last chapter, no one could be admitted into 
the Community without first spending time as a novice un¬ 
der the guidance of a preceptor {upajjhdya) whose role it was 
to give preliminary training to the candidate for admission. 
A special period of training or probation was required, par¬ 
ticularly for former members of other religious sects, and for 
elderly people, even before entering the Buddhist noviciate. 
If someone took on the monastic robe without having re¬ 
ceived the Ordination, he or she could not be regarded as a 
member of the Community, but as a "usurper" {theyyasarn- 
vdsaka). Once novices had entered the Community, they still 
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needed a preceptor, to instruct them in proper comportment 
and in the monastic rules and customs. In the first days of 
the Community, no preceptor was available for each novice, 
and as a result, according to the Mahdvagga (Vin I 44), some 
disciples behaved in reprehensible ways. People started to 
complain: "Look at these monks, sons of the Sakyans! They 
do not wear their robes correctly; they go through the village 
chatting and laughing; they talk in the refectory and make as 
much noise as brahmins at mealtime." The solution was to 
prescribe that each novice should be trained by a preceptor. 
There were two kinds of training: younger novices had to be 
taught the Doctrine and the Discipline; older ones had to be 
helped to make the transition from lay to monastic life, and 
their former attitudes had to be transformed into humility 
and obedience. This second kind of training was the hardest, 
since it is more difficult to teach older people (see above 
PP- 3 - 4 )- 

In the Vinaya, the relationship which develops between 
preceptor and pupil is compared to that of father and son. In 
truth, more than a comparison, the father-son relation was 
an institution in the Community: "the preceptor must look 
upon his pupil {saddhiviharikaY as a son; the pupil must look 
upon his preceptor as a father" (Vin 1 45). Both the Mahdvag¬ 
ga (Vin I 46-49) and the Cullavagga (Vin II 222-227) dwell at 
length and in detail on the way a pupil was to behave toward 
his preceptor; in daily life, his duty was to act as a pupil, a 
servant and a son to his preceptor. For his part, the preceptor 
was responsible for his pupil. He had to see to his needs, for 
example, in providing him with robes. He also had to impart 
his knowledge to him, for example, in teaching him to eat as 
was the custom in the Community, or to walk in the street in 
a way befitting a monk. If the pupil became ill, his preceptor 
had to look after him. The pupil had to be submissive and 
obedient to his preceptor, whose permission was required, 
for example, if he wanted to give away his begging-bowl or 
his robes, and in many other aspects of his life: being of 
service to someone else, carrying messages, nursing some¬ 
one or requesting treatment for himself, begging for some- 
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one else or accepting alms brought by a fellow-monk, going 
to the next village or to the cremation ground, or leaving his 
locality. 

The preceptor had the right to dismiss his pupil for one of 
five reasons: if the pupil was not affectionate or polite 
enough towards him, if the pupil did not trust or respect 
him, or if he did not make progress under his guidance. 
However, the preceptor was prohibited from expelling his 
pupil from the monastic boundary (Vin I 84): if the pupil 
asked for his preceptor's forgiveness, the latter had to grant 
it and take him back as his pupil; otherwise he committed a 
serious offense (Vin I 54). 

Other aspects of the relationship between preceptor and 
pupil are noteworthy. The pupil also had the right to give 
advice to his preceptor. If a preceptor lost heart with the 
practice of the religious life, or showed signs of weariness, his 
pupil was to encourage him and discuss the Doctrine with 
him, or find someone else more qualified to advise him. If a 
preceptor had come to misinterpret the Doctrine, his pupil 
was to try to correct him or to see to it that someone else 
corrected him. Thus the relationship between preceptor and 
pupil was not limited to preceptor's authority and pupil's 
obedience. It was a partnership for the purpose of inner 
progress, the preceptor's as much as the pupil's: "both must 
establish deference, respect and attachment to communal life 
between them, in order to grow prosperous and strong in this 
Doctrine and in this Discipline" (Vin 1 45). In general, precep¬ 
tors were not all Arahants. A preceptor could be learned 
about the Doctrine and the Discipline, and very virtuous, 
while still an "ordinary person" {puthujjana) in the matter of 
inner progress; in other words, he might still not be free from 
defilements. As a result, it was quite possible that he might 
feel dissatisfaction, discouragement or weariness, or that he 
might misinterpret the Doctrine or the Discipline. In this case, 
the duty of an intelligent pupil was to come to his preceptor's 
aid.2 

It was necessary to fulfill certain conditions in order to 
become a preceptor. The Mahdvagga gives a long list of the 
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required qualifications: a monk had to have received the Ma¬ 
jor Ordination at least ten years beforehand, and thereby to 
have acquired the title Thera (for such a nun, the title was 
Thert); moreover he had to be experienced and learned. Scan¬ 
dals sometimes occurred because of unintelligent preceptors 
being in charge of intelligent students; the situation was 
made worse if these pupils came from other religious sects. 
The incompetence of some preceptors led their pupils to 
leave the Community and go back to the religious sect they 
had formerly belonged to (Vin 1 6i, 69). 

When the novice reached the age of twenty, and if his 
training had been successful, he was put forward by his 
preceptor as a candidate for the major Ordination, before a 
formal meeting of the Community (Vin 1 94). Only after he 
had received the major Ordination did a pupil become a full 
member of the Community; but he still had to stay with his 
preceptor for another five years, which could be extended 
again if at the end he was not yet able fully to take part in 
preaching. In general, a monk became completely indepen¬ 
dent ten years after his major Ordination. Nevertheless, he 
still had to stay with his preceptor and look after him if he 
became ill. 


The Authority of the Community; 

(i) THE Various Categories of Rules 

Novices had only ten rules to observe (Vin 1 83-4).3 In fact, 
these were not, properly speaking, rules or commandments, 
but precepts {sikkhdpada); their aim was to help train novices 
who, without being full members of the Community, had the 
right to share in its life as the pupils of full members. At the 
material level (food, clothes, and other necessities), there 
was not much difference between a full monk and a novice: 
in the eyes of lay followers, novices were monks just like 
their preceptors. But novices and female postulants (see 
p.135 note 3 above) were not allowed to take part in the 
formal meetings of the monastic Community or in its legal 
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Table 8 . 1 . Categories and numbers of rules for monks and nuns. 


Number of Rules 
for monks/nuns 


1. Pardjika-o((enses entailing defeat 4/8 

2. Sahghadisesa-offenses which must be judged by a for¬ 

mal meeting of the Community 13 /17 

3. i4«ii/flffl-offenses whose classification is not determined 

(requiring evidence from a laywoman) 2/0 

4. Nissagiya Pdcittiya-offenses requiring confession and 

forfeiture of what has been im¬ 
properly obtained 30 / 30 

5. Pfldffiya-offenses requiring confession 92 /166 

6. Patidesaniya-lesser offenses requiring confession 4/8 

7. Sefchiya-precepts of good behavior 75 / 75 

8. Adhikaram samaf/ia-procedural rules 7 / 7 

_ / _ 

Total: 227 / 311 


acts until they had received the major Ordination; thereafter 
they had to obey the rules and precepts of the Vinaya. These 
rules, to be obeyed by monks and nuns, fall into eight differ¬ 
ent categories (see Table 8.1). 

The most important of these rules concerned the offenses 
called Pdrdjika, for which there was no possibility of rehabili¬ 
tation. 

Offenses called Sahghddisesa were also regarded as serious, 
but they only entailed punishment and permitted rehabilita¬ 
tion; they were to be judged and dealt with by the Commu¬ 
nity meeting formally for that purpose on three occasions; at 
the beginning of the judgment, at the start of the punish¬ 
ment, and at the end, to rehabilitate the culprit. Offenses in 
this category included touching a woman, accusing another 
monk without foundation, building a cell larger than pre¬ 
scribed in the regulations, and others. 

Both rules called Aniyata were applicable only to monks; in 
order to judge the offense involved, the Community was to 
call a pious laywoman to witness. For example if a monk had 
remained alone behind closed doors in the company of a 
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woman, his offense was not clear. If the monk had had sexu¬ 
al relations with her, he committed an offense entailing de¬ 
feat; if he had only touched her, he committed an offense 
requiring judgment by a formal meeting of the Community; 
if he had only talked to her, his offense only entailed confes¬ 
sion. Because of the difficulties of this kind of judgment, the 
Community required the testimony of a laywoman well- 
known for her devotion to the Three Jewels, in addition to 
the accused monk's statement, before it could reach a deci¬ 
sion. 

The rules called Nissaggiya Pdcittiya concerned offenses 
which required confession and forfeiture of what had been 
improperly obtained or accepted; rules about money, dis¬ 
cussed in Chapter 5, provide a good example of these. 

The Pdcittiya rules dealt with minor offenses requiring only 
confession: eating after noon, going to see a military parade, 
and so forth. 

The Pdtidesaniya rules were also concerned with offenses 
which had to be confessed and forgiven, notably on the issue 
of meals. According to the Pdtidesaniya rule 4, for example, a 
monk living alone in the forest was not to eat food received 
from a stranger (Vin IV 182). If he did so, he had to confess 
his offense before a group of monks, or before a gathering of 
the Community; "Venerable ones, I have committed an of¬ 
fense which is blameworthy, improper, and needs to be de¬ 
clared publicly: I hereby confess it." 

The Vinaya also contains seventy-five precepts concerning 
the good behavior of monks and nuns in everyday life; they 
are called Sekhiyd dhammd, and prescribe the correct ways to 
dress, eat, walk, and talk. Examples of what was dictated by 
the proper discipline were, "I put on my robe correctly. . ." 
(Vin 11 185); "I walk in the village without laughing. . ." (Vin 
IV 187); "I do not make any noise with my mouth when I 
eat. . ." (Vin IV 197); "I do no lick my hands when I eat. . ." 
(Vin IV 198). The intention behind these precepts was to 
train individuals to be well-behaved, and to be models of 
good behavior for society. 
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The seven rules called Adhikarana samatha concern legal 
procedures; their aim is to settle disputes in relation to each 
type of offense. 

The Mahd-Parinibbdna-sutta (D II 154) recounts that the 
Buddha allowed his disciples to modify minor rules with the 
agreement of the Community; but according to the Cullavag- 
ga (cf. Vin II288) the monks who took part in the first council 
in Rajagaha were not able to decide which of the rules con¬ 
stituted these "minor rules" referred to by the Buddha. 


The Authority of the Community (ii): 

Punishment and Rehabilitation 

The question of pimishment is included in the disciplinary 
code of the Vinaya. First of all we must note that there was no 
corporal punishment in Buddhist monasticism. In particular, 
monks were forbidden to punish novices by depriving them 
of food (Vin I 84). In general, problems related to the disci¬ 
pline of novices did not come before the Community; they 
were resolved by their preceptors. The Community was di¬ 
rectly involved, however, when the novice was put up for 
the major Ordination; then any member of the Community 
had a right to express his or her opposition. If their opposi¬ 
tion turned out to be reasonable and well-founded, the Com¬ 
munity refused to bestow the major Ordination. It was en¬ 
titled to expel some novices judged to be unworthy, and let 
others stay as novices, without obtaining the major Ordina¬ 
tion. 

For monks and nuns who had received the major Ordina¬ 
tion, the most serious offense entailed defeat {Pdardjika). How 
was this offense punished? One can say that it "entails per¬ 
manent expulsion," but in fact neither expulsion nor any 
other punishment was possible after such an offense, be¬ 
cause the offense itself excluded the culprit from mem¬ 
bership of the Community. It may be compared to suicide: 
how is one to punish a suicide? Losing one's life is in itself 
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sufficient punishment; it is also an automatic form of retribu¬ 
tion. Monks who had committed offenses entailing defeat 
had committed suicide in relation to the Community. 

On receiving the major Ordination, all new members were 
informed of these rules (Vin I 96-97), so that: (1) they were 
made clearly aware of the four most serious offenses (eight 
for nuns); (2) they were prepared to accept with full aware¬ 
ness that committing such an offense would deprive them of 
membership in the Community, and that this was automatic; 
(3) they were thus made responsible both for their mem¬ 
bership in the Community and their possible exclusion from 
it, should that happen. Images and symbolic comparisons 
are given in the texts which explained to the new member 
the offenses and what they entailed. These are the examples 
from the first four pardjikas, applied to monks (Vin I 96-97): 

1. Sexual relations: "as a beheaded man cannot live with 
the body alone, so a monk who has had sexual intercourse is 
not a monk anymore, he is not a disciple, a son of the 
Sakyans. From this offense you must try to abstain, for the 
rest of your life." 

2. Theft: "as a dry leaf detached from the branch cannot 
become green again, so a monk who intentionally, takes 
what has not been given to him, be it a pada [a small mone¬ 
tary unit], a pada's worth or more, is not a monk any¬ 
more. . ." 

3. Killing, encouraging someone to die or helping a suicide: "as 
one cannot, with a stone broken in two, make a whole stone 
again, so a monk who knowingly kills a human being is not a 
monk anymore. . ." 

4. Boasting of superhuman perfections: ... As a palm tree 
with a broken top cannot grow again, so a monk who, for 
evil purpose and out of greed, untruthfully boasts of having 
attained any superhuman perfection, is not a monk any¬ 
more. . ." 

These comparisons made very clear the nature of the of¬ 
fenses and their consequences. The punishment for them 
did not come from any outside authority, but automatically 
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and simply from the culprit's conscience. Knowing that he 
had forfeited his membership in the Community, a "monk" 
who still took part in the Community's meetings and legal 
acts {sahgha kamma) was being dishonest with himself; he 
was a "usurper." Legal procedures enacted by the Commu¬ 
nity could not in themselves bring about "expulsion." Ac¬ 
cording to the code of jurisprudence of Buddhist mon- 
asticism, the Community was not entitled to judge monks or 
nuns in their absence, or to judge culprits who refused to 
acknowledge any serious offense of their own free will. What 
was involved here is only the individual's honesty and re¬ 
spect for the rules. Whether they were accused or not, 
whether an adverse judgment was passed against them or 
not, whether there was sufficient evidence or not, the "de¬ 
feated" members had to leave the Community of their own 
volition. Whether they had been expelled or not, they were 
to know that they were no longer members of the Communi¬ 
ty. As a passage from the Ahguttara Nikaya puts it; "Although 
he sits in the middle of the gathered Community, he is far 
away from the Community, and the Community is also far 
away from him" (A IV 201). 

Although Buddhist monks and nuns were very strictly 
bound to obey these four (or eight) rules, there was no ques¬ 
tion of their taking solemn vows: they did not make any 
promises. They were only told that they had to attempt to 
avoid committing this kind of offense. The rules were not 
even commandments, but only advice given to the new 
member by the Community. Should a monk or nun fail in his 
or her attempt to avoid transgression, he or she was faced 
with two choices; either to abandon the monastic Communi¬ 
ty and go back to lay life before committing the offense, or to 
go back to lay life immediately after the offense, on confess¬ 
ing it. 

Offenses in the other categories involved judgments, 
punishments, penances, confessions, rehabilitations. Let us 
start with the offenses called Sahghadisesa, often glossed by 
scholars as "offenses entailing temporary expulsion." In fact, 
these offenses did not entail temporary expulsion so much as 
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a "rehabilitation period" with four stages, depending on the 
type and seriousness of the offense: i. It was decreed that 
the offender should undergo a probation period; 2. He or she 
was temporarily suspended at the beginning of the proba¬ 
tion period; 3. He or she was placed under discipline; 4. He 
or she was rehabilitated. Any monk or nun was entitled to 
accuse another member of the Community of an offense in 
this category, but often the offender himself confessed the 
offense and asked to undergo a probation period. We have 
already noted that self-accusation was part of the declaration 
of purity made by monks before the reciting of the Pdtimokkha 
during the ceremony of the Uposatha. The life of the Commu¬ 
nity rested on truthfulness and honesty, both toward others 
and toward oneself. If someone did not publicly acknowl¬ 
edge his offense, he was guilty of Ipng on purpose. The 
Buddha had this to say to Rahula on the subject: 

If someone is not ashamed to tell a deliberate lie, his religious 
life is empty and wasted . . . and there is no evil of which he 
is incapable. So, Rahula, you must train yourself in this way: 

"I will not lie, not even for fun." 

(M I 415) 


There was no room for hypocrisy or secrecy. Anyone guilty 
of an offense had to acknowledge it openly and present him¬ 
self of his own volition to receive punishment. 

For most members of the Community there were three 
kinds of probation. (There is a fourth mentioned in the Vin- 
aya, which was intended for those new candidates who came 
from other religious sects.) They were: 

1. Paticanna parivdsa: this applied if someone had commit¬ 
ted an offense from the Sahghddisesa category and did not 
declare it. In this case, the length of probation depended on 
the number of days he or she had gone without confessing 
the offense. 

2. Suddhanta parivdsa: this applied if someone, having 
committed several offenses of the Sahghddisesa category. 
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could not remember when or exactly what they were. In this 
case the length of probation was calculated on the basis of 
the time elapsed since his or her major Ordination. 

3. Samodhana parivdsa: this applied if someone committed 
another offense of the Sahghadisesa category during a period 
of probation. In this case, the period of probation was ex¬ 
tended, and the extension calculated on the basis of the time 
elapsed between the beginning of the first probation period 
and the second offense. 

These probations could not be imposed, annulled, ex¬ 
tended or ended without a formal meeting of the Communi¬ 
ty. During the probation period, for example, a monk was 
subjected to a long list of prohibitions: he was not allowed to 
leave the monastery, to look for offenses committed by those 
members of the Community who imposed the probation pe¬ 
riod on him, to bestow Ordination or teach a novice, to pre¬ 
ach to nuns (even if asked), to quarrel with fellow-monks, to 
give orders, to sit down in the presence of senior monks 
(them) or to walk in front of them, or to approach lay fol¬ 
lowers. He had to be content with the last seat, the last bed, 
the last cell, the last dwelling in the Community. All the 
while, of course, he was not to commit the same offense 
again, or any other offense from the Sahghadisesa category 
(Vin II7-10, 31-72), Once the probation period was ended, a 
monk whose behavior had not improved might be required 
by the Community to undergo another probation period, 
followed by a period when he was "on parole." At the end of 
these two periods, if his behavior was still unsatisfactory, he 
had to remain under supervision of an experienced monk: 
this regulation is called nissaya kamma. During this period of 
dependence, the monk had still to obey the prohibitions out¬ 
lined above. 

The transgression of the Nissaggiya Pdcittiya rules did not 
entail any punishment. The culprits had only to confess the 
offense and forfeit what was improperly obtained. If they 
had acquired an extra robe, for example, they had to confess 
the deed and give the robe to the Community. There was a 
special regulation concerning begging-bowls. We saw in 
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Chapter Four that Nissaggiya Pacittiya rule 21 allowed a monk 
to use an extra begging-bowl, provisionally, for ten days, 
and to ask for a new bowl or accept one if his own was too 
old (Vin III 242). Apart from these two exceptions, a monk 
who accepted or used a new begging-bowl had to give it back 
to the Community; it was then given to the first monk in 
order of seniority, and so on. (Seniority depended on the 
number of years spent as a member of the Community.) As a 
result, the culprit was taught a lesson in humility, since it 
was the bowl of the most junior member of the Community 
which came down to him with the following words: "Here is 
your begging-bowl, keep it until it is unusable" (Vin III 244- 

247)- 

The punishments inflicted for transgression of the Pacittiya 
rules were not very harsh. The literal sense of the term pacit¬ 
tiya contains the ideas of repentance, compensation and ex¬ 
piation; this is why I. B. Horner^ refers to them as "rules of 
expiation," and French scholars as "offenses entailing pen¬ 
ance" (les fautes qui entrainent la phiitence). However, the Pali 
Vinaya does not mention any penance or expiation for these 
offenses; on the contrary, confession is all they require. It is 
true that neither pacittiya nor its Sanskrit equivalent praya^cit- 
tika have any etymological connection with the idea of con¬ 
fession; but we should keep in mind that some Sanskrit 
terms, or terms derived from the Sanskrit, are used in Pali 
Buddhist texts with a meaning different from that given by 
their etymology. 

Since we are considering offenses entailing confession, let 
us take a closer look at the notion of confession in general in 
Buddhist monasticism. Before reciting the Patimokkha during 
the ceremony of the Uposatha, monks and nuns declared and 
confessed their offenses: what was the nature and meaning 
of their confession? To whom did they confess, and who had 
the power to forgive them? In the Vinaya, offenses are re¬ 
ferred to as apatti, and the term can be used for all the catego¬ 
ries of offense listed in the disciplinary code: parajikapatti, 
sahghadisesapatti, and so forth. Confession before the Com¬ 
munity was called apatti desand, and the term apatti can be 


148 



The authority of the Community 


translated "fault" or "offense"; it is sometimes translated as 
"sin," although the two concepts are, I believe, quite differ¬ 
ent. For example, in Buddhism, sexual intercourse is not 
considered a sin (papa kamma), but it constitutes a serious 
offense for a monk or nun, with respect to the Community's 
rules. Similarly, the Pacittiya rule i makes eating afer noon an 
offense, but that is not in itself a sin. 

So there exists in Buddhism a difference between a "sin" 
and an offense; the Buddhist equivalent of the notion of sin 
seems to be papa kamma, "demeritorious action," which is to 
be clearly distinguished from the concept of an offense 
against a conventional set of rules. In Buddhism, papa kam¬ 
ma, "demeritorious action," as well as "puhha kamma," mer¬ 
itorious action, both come under the jurisdiction of the uni¬ 
versal law called kamma niyama, "the law of act and result" 
(cf.Patis II 78, As 272), and so Buddhist texts refer to de¬ 
meritorious actions as loka vajja, "universal offenses." On the 
other hand, the term apatti denotes the transgression by 
monks of codified institutional rules; they are called sammuti 
vajja, "conventional offense," and are not necessarily all in¬ 
cluded in the class of universal offenses.^ For example, the 
conventional Pacittiya rules 53 (for monks) and 134 (nuns) 
forbid swimming, but swimming as such does not constitute 
a demeritorious act in Buddhism. On the other hand, killing 
an animal is a demeritorious act, not because it is the first 
Buddhist precept, but because of the universal law, according 
to which anyone who kills an animal is bound to have feel¬ 
ings of hatred. Since deeds performed under the influence of 
hatred are demeritorious, killing an animal is a "sin," 
whether it is the action of lay people or monks, Buddhist or 
non-Buddhist; everyone suffers the same automatic retribu¬ 
tion (kamma vipaka) for it. Thus a monk who kills an animal 
performs a demeritorious act, and in addition transgresses 
the Pacittiya rule 61 (Vin IV 124) (nuns' Pacittiya 142). The 
Community could only concern itself with the conventional 
aspect of such an offense, since it had no authority to imple¬ 
ment the universal law: there does not exist any institution 
possessed of such authority. These rules required the culprit 
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to confess his or her offense before the Community, before a 
fellow monk or nun or before a group of them; promising 
through their confession to take better care of living crea¬ 
tures in the future, they were exonerated from the institu¬ 
tional offense of killing an animal, but not from the universal 
offense, for which they would still suffer retribution in accor¬ 
dance with the law of kamma. Confession inside the Buddhist 
Community was simply a piece of institutional regulation 
with no universal validity. At the social level, it emphasized 
the fact that members of the Community did not have a 
private life. At the psychological level, confession, besides 
encouraging monks to beware of future temptations, helped 
unburden their mind, and this was a basic necessity on the 
path of inner progress. 


Other Sanctions 

Other punishments were imposed by the Community de¬ 
pending on the type of offense. The legal act of the Commu¬ 
nity called tajjaniya kamma, for example, concerned those 
who quarrelled, tried to provoke a schism {Sahghadisesa rules 
lo and ii; nuns' Sahghadisesa 14 and 15), or had improper 
relationships with lay people {Sahghadisesa rule 13; nuns' Sah- 
ghddisesa 17). They were first heard by the Community, then 
accused of the relevant offense. If the Community found 
them to be guilty, they were punished accordingly: they 
were deprived of certain privileges and subjected to a 
number of restrictions until a formal meeting of the Commu¬ 
nity lifted the punishment. 

Another legal act of the Community, called pabbdjaniya ka¬ 
mma, entailed expelling monks or nuns from their dwelling. 
The Community imposed this form of punishment on a 
group of monks from the monastery in Kitagiri who had 
behaved improperly, dancing and singing with women, 
using perfumes and garlands. The two Elders, Sariputta and 
Moggallana were sent to Kitagiri to expel them (Vin II 8-14; 
cf. M I 473-481). A later historical chronincle, the Mahdvamsa 
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(Mv XXXIII 95), recounts that the same punishment was in¬ 
flicted to a monk from the Mahavihara who had personally 
accepted a monastery given to him by king Vattagamani- 
Abhaya (29-17 B.C.) as a token of friendship. 

The legal act called ukkhepaniya kamma punished someone 
for one of the three following reasons: if they remained with- 
• out confessing an offense, without making amends, or with¬ 
out renouncing a wrong belief. The punishment included a 
number of prohibitions, similar to the ones imposed on 
monks and nuns during their probation period. The punish¬ 
ment was lifted when the culprit acknowledged his or her 
offense and asked for forgiveness. 

A monk who harbored false opinions about the Doctrine 
or the Discipline was to be warned on three successive occa¬ 
sions by his fellow-monks {Pacittiya 68; nuns' Pdcittiya 146); if 
he still clung to his false opinion, he committed an offense. A 
monk who associated with him also committed an offense 
{Pdcittiya 69; nuns' Pacittiya 147). A novice who upheld false 
opinions was also to be given advice on three successive 
occasions {Pdcittiya 70); if he refused the advice, he was told: 
"Novice, hereafter you should not indicate the Blessed One 
as your teacher. You cannot live even two or three days with 
monks. Please go wherever you wish." If a monk gave shel¬ 
ter or protection to such a guilty novice, he also committed 
an offense in the same category (Vin IV 134-140; nuns' Pdcit¬ 
tiya 148). 

Another kind of punishment was called patisdraniya kam¬ 
ma, the act of reconciliation; it was inflicted on monks and 
nuns who had annoyed a devoted layman or laywoman, 
quarrelled with a lay follower or in any way undermined his 
or her faith. It required the offender to go before the lay 
person and ask for forgiveness. If he or she was ashamed to 
go alone, the Community had to appoint someone to accom¬ 
pany them. The culprit was then to approach the lay follower 
and say: "Forgive me, householder; I am at peace with you." 
If the lay follower granted forgiveness all was well; other¬ 
wise, the appointed companion was to speak for him; if the 
lay follower still did not grant forgiveness, the offending 
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monk had to confess the offense to his or her companion in 
the lay follower's presence (Vin II 15-18). 

The punishment called brahmadanda was called "the 
harshest punishment." It was inflicted on arrogant monks or 
nuns; no member of the Community was to talk to or advise 
the culprit. The Community imposed it on the monk Chan- 
na, former charioteer of prince Gotama, because of his ar¬ 
rogance towards the Community (Vin II 290-292). 

Disputes arising on matters of Doctrine or of Discipline 
were to be resolved by the Community. In the case of a 
quarrel, the Community was entitled to organize a referen¬ 
dum (Vin II 96), either by an open vote or by a secret ballot, 
and could settle the dispute in accordance with the opinion 
expressed by the majority (as long as it reflected the truth). 

All judgments pronounced by the Community shared 
various characteristics. In all cases, with the two exceptions 
of the brahmadanda inflicted on the monk Channa and the 
pakdsantya kamma inflicted on Devadatta,^ the offender had to 
be present at a formal meeting of the Community and ac¬ 
cused of a specific offense. What authority imposed the 
punishment? What were the limits of the Community's free¬ 
dom to take decisions? What were the criteria for judgment? 
According to Buddhist jurisprudence, competent authority 
rested with the Doctrine and the Discipline: decisions by the 
Community were always to be in agreement with the Doc¬ 
trine as it was preached by the Buddha {dhammo desito) and 
with the Discipline as it was established by the Buddha (vin- 
ayo pahnatto). 


The Authority of the Doctrine 

AND OF THE DISCIPLINE 

Numerous passages from the Vinaya show that the Buddha 
wished his Community to be an independent institution, 
without a leader. The Mahd-Parinibbdna-sutta (D II 62; cf. S V 
152), for example, recounts how the Buddha told the venera¬ 
ble Ananda Thera that he did not intend to control the Com¬ 
munity or to have it depend on him. 
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A few months after the Buddha's death, the venerable 
Ananda and the highest dignitary in the Magadha country, 
the brahmin Vassakara, had a discussion; Vassakara asked 
Ananda if the Buddha had appointed a monk to be leader of 
the Community after his death, and its "refuge." Ananda 
answered in the negative. Vassakara then asked if the Com¬ 
munity had appointed a monk to such a position. Again 
Ananda answered in the negative. Then Vassakara asked 
again: "Venerable Ananda, if there is no leader or refuge, on 
what basis can the Community be unified?" Ananda an¬ 
swered: "Brahmin, we are not without refuge; we do have a 
refuge. We take refuge in the Doctrine." The dignitary did not 
understand the distinctive character of the Community's or¬ 
ganization, so Ananda had to explain: "A Code of Rules has 
been established for the members of the Community; all the 
members of a local Community gather together on the day of 
the Uposatha in order to recite it. If a member has committed a 
transgression, it is announced during this meeting; the other 
monks present deal with the matter according to justice. No 
one is forced or coerced into it. The Doctrine and the Disci¬ 
pline alone govern us." Vassakara then asked another ques¬ 
tion: "Venerable Ananda, is there a monk whom you respect, 
revere and on whom you rely?" This time Ananda gave an 
affirmative answer, which confused the dignitary: "When I 
asked you whether there was a monk appointed by the Com¬ 
munity to be your leader or your refuge, you answered "no." 
Now when I ask you if there is a monk whom you respect, 
revere and on whom you rely, you answer "yes"! How am I 
supposed to understand this?" Ananda explained that the 
Buddha had praised the ten virtues of trustworthy monks,^ 
and that if monks found in their midst someone possessed of 
these ten virtues, they would respect him, revere him and 
listen to him. Vassakara was satisfied with this answer. Anan- 
da's explanations characterize the constitution and organiza¬ 
tion of the Community in the following ways: i. It had no 
leader, no "king";® 2. It was always ready to pay homage and 
listen to a monk who was virtuous, wise and advanced on the 
path of inner progress; 3. There was no centralized authority 
and power. 
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The rules of the Community 


The Community preserved its unity and discipline, al¬ 
though its members lived in groups in different areas. In 
certain cases, a group of four monks was entitled to repre¬ 
sent the Community, but twenty members at least had to be 
gathered in order to pass a sentence or implement a disci¬ 
plinary procedure independently from other groups. These 
groups had no separate identity; whatever their origin, they 
lived under the same constitution and according to rules 
valid for all members of the Community. Disagreements and 
problems were resolved locally by each group in accordance 
with the code of discipline, in meetings chaired by the most 
senior and wise monk present. When two or more groups of 
monks gathered together, they automatically formed one 
single group and organized their meeting under the chair¬ 
manship of one monk specially appointed for the occasion. 


Endnotes 

1. Saddhivih&rika: literally "one who lives under the same roof as, 
one who shares accomodation with"; thus the term implies 
that novices lived with their teachers. 

2. If a preceptor abandoned the religious life or left to join an¬ 
other religious sect, the Community appointed another such 
"teacher" (Ucariya) to take over his pupil, who had the same 
relationship with him as the one he had had with his former 
preceptor. 

3. [See Appendix 3.] 

4. See Book of the discipline, vol.2, p.3 note 4. 

5. Nonetheless, all universal offenses are also included in one 
way or another in the Community's code of discipline, as con¬ 
ventional offenses. 

6. This punishment was inflicted on Devadatta in his absence, 
because of his attempt to provoke a schism in the Community. 
It represented an exceptional sanction, only ever imposed on 
Devadatta, and only mentioned once in the Vinaya. Through 
this legal act, the Community empowered the venerable 
Sariputta Thera to denounce Devadatta's attitude before the 
people of Rajagaha (Vin II189). 
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7. These ten virtues are: he must (1) be virtuous (2) be learned 
about the Doctrine and the Discipline (3) be contented (4) be 
experienced in the first four stages of meditation (jhdna) (5) 
have miraculous powers (6) be capable of hearing words spo¬ 
ken at a distance (7) be capable of reading other people's minds 
(8) be capable of knowing his previous lives (9) be capable of 
perceiving where a dead person has been reborn (10) be free 
from all defilements. 

8. Centuries later, however, the Community appointed itself 
leaders. Nowadays, the monks' leader in Thailand is called 
Sanghardja (Thai Somdet Phrasangkharaat, king of the Communi¬ 
ty"), whose position is recognized by the state. In Sri Lanka, 
there are "Great Leaders" (Maha Ndyaka) appointed by various 
congregations of monks; but even today these leaders are not 
personally entitled to expel or punish a monk, or to take any 
legal decision. They simply chair meetings. They are always 
elected through a secret ballot. In Thailand, the Sanghardja is 
officially appointed by the king, but with the monks'approval. 
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Conclusion 


This study of the discipline and organization of the monastic 
Community illustrates the fundamentally ethical dimension 
of Buddhist monasticism. The codification of rules and pre¬ 
cepts helped to promote a favorable environment for the 
religious life; the rules were necessary both to insure the 
continued existence of the Community and to secure and 
protect the rights and duties of its individual members. 

Nonetheless, for Buddhism, even the most virtuous monk 
or nun could not reach the ultimate goal simply by being 
virtuous. Ethical conduct was essential, but as a means to 
the end of inner progress; this was why the ethical dimen¬ 
sion was necessary to the monastic life. Ethical conduct {stla) 
was the foundation of mental discipline {samadhi), mental 
discipline the foundation of the highest wisdom {panna), and 
wisdom led the individual to be free from aU defilements and 
to comprehend ultimate Reality: to obtain Release {vimutti). 
The Buddha told his disciples: 

Monks, the aim of the religious life is not to gain material 
profit, nor to win veneration, nor to reach the highest morali¬ 
ty, nor to be capable of the highest mental concentration. 
Monks, the ultimate end of the religious life is the unshakea- 
ble liberation of the mind. This is the essence. This is the goal. 

(M I 192-197) 

This Release allowed the disciple to live "for the benefit of 
the many, for the happiness of the many, out of compassion 
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for the world" (Vin II 22). The Arahant both tasted the hap¬ 
piness of freedom and lived a life of religious service to 
others. 
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Appendix i 

Nuns 


Women who leave home for homelessness in the Doctrine and Disci¬ 
pline taught by the Tathagata are capable of reaching the (four) 
stages on the Path of Liberation.^ 

(Vin II 254) 

Women play a significant part in the Sutta-pitaka and in the 
Vinaya-pitaka. There were many women among the Buddha's 
benefactors who faithfully supported the new "religion." 
Lay women such as Visalia Migara-Mata, Sujata, Bandula, 
Mallika, Khujuttara, and others, showed great interest in the 
Buddha's teachings and reached the higher stages of inner 
progress. Some housewives such as Velukanthaki Nanda- 
Mata attained the state of Non-retumer {andgdmi) (A 1 88, II 
164, IV 63-4). 

Naturally, some women wished to join the Buddhist Com¬ 
munity as nuns. During the Buddha's first visit to Kapilavat- 
thu, his aunt and foster-mother, Maha Pajapati Gotami, 
asked that an Order of nuns be established; but the Buddha 
did not grant her request. She asked and was refused twice 
more. Some time later, Maha Pajapati Gotami, Rahula-Mata 
(Gotama's former wife), and some other S^yan women trav¬ 
eled a long way on foot to Ves^ to show their determination 
and ask the Buddha to establish an Order of nuns. Finally, 
through the intercession of the Venerable Ananda, who him¬ 
self asked three times and was refused, the Buddha granted 
their request (Vin II 253-56). 

Why did the Buddha decline at first? He might have 
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thought that the time had not yet come to establish an Order 
of nuns. We can offer another hypothesis: all the women 
who first came to him were relatives of his from the Sakyan 
family. If the Buddha had acceded to their request at once, 
some of his opponents might have thought it scandalous; his 
hesitation spared him such criticism. It should be noted that, 
although the request to establish the Order of nuns origi¬ 
nated wholly with Sakyan women, many brahmin women 
joined the Order after it was established. 

The Buddha's initial hesitation also shows that he antici¬ 
pated a number of problems which might arise for nuns, 
especially in the course of their everyday life: an Order of 
nuns might be vulnerable, and need the protection of future 
generations. And indeed, as he had foreseen, there were 
unfortunate incidents. For example, a young nun was raped 
in the Andhavana forest; because of this, nuns were forbid¬ 
den to travel or dwell in forests (Vin III 35, Dh-a II 49). On 
another occasion, while nuns were away, their huts were 
burned down (Vin IV 303). Another story tells of a group of 
nuns traveling to Savatthi; towards night time, they found a 
house and asked to spend the night. The brahmin housewife 
told them: "Wait until the head of the household comes back 
and gives you permission." When the brahmin arrived in the 
night and saw the nuns, he immediately threw them out 
with the words: "Out with these shaven-headed whores!" 
(Vin IV 273-275). 

The new Community had to conform to the norms cus¬ 
tomary in the society of that time, as is shown by the "Eight 
Important Conditions" imposed by the Buddha when he al¬ 
lowed the Order to be established. These eight rules (Vin II 
255, IV 52, A 4 276-277), which were to be "observed, re¬ 
spected, honored and revered by a nun, and never trans¬ 
gressed for as long as she lived," were: 

1. A nun, even if ordained for a hundred years, must greet a 
monk with deference, even if he has been ordained that very 
day; she must rise up from her seat, salute him with joined 
hands, and show him proper respect. 
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2. A nun is forbidden to spend the Rainy Season Retreat 
in a district where there is no monk. 

3. Every fortnight, a nun is to ask two things of the 
monks: the date of the Uposatha ceremony,^ and to preach 
the Doctrine. 

4. At the end of the Rainy Season Retreat, a nun must 
address “the triple invitation" to both the Order of monks 
and the Order of nuns: she must ask whether anyone has 
seen, heard or suspected anything (against her). 

5. A nun who has committed a serious offense must un¬ 
dergo the mdnatta discipline [a kind of temporary probation] 
before both Orders. 

6. Ordination as a nun is to be sought from both Orders 
only after a postulant has followed the six precepts for two 
years. 3 

7. A nun is on no account to revile or abuse a monk. 

8. (From the very first day of the Nuns' Order) monks can 
give admonition and advice to nuns, but nuns cannot do so 
to monks. 

It seems that in recounting how the Order of nuns came to 
be established, the early disciples who redacted the texts 
wanted to show that it was a deliberate and careful decision 
on the part of the Buddha. The most remarkable aspect of 
the story is the answer the Buddha gave to the Venerable 
Ananda, when asked whether womanhood was an obstacle 
in reaching any of the four stages on the path of Liberation. 
The Buddha replied clearly that womanhood was not at all 
an obstacle; on the contrary, women were quite capable of 
reaching the four stages of liberation, just like men (Vin II 
254). This answer alone shows that the Buddha's refusal was 
motivated by social and practical considerations. Years later, 
when asked by a wandering mendicant whether there were 
in Rajagaha any nuns who had reached the perfect state, the 
Buddha emphatically answered: "not merely a hundred, nor 
two, nor three, four or five hundred, but far more are those 
nuns, my disciples, who by the elimination of defilements 
have here and now realized by direct knowledge the free- 
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dom of mind and wisdom that is without defilements, and 
who abide (in that realization)" (M I 490). 

The canonical text entitled Therigatha (Verses of Elder 
Nuns) is an anthology of seventy-three poems (522 verses) - 
exclamations of religious joy - attributed to seventy-two 
nuns who have reached the higher stages of inner progress. 
It is noteworthy that several of these poems present the nuns 
as possessing "the three knowledges" {tevijja)A In canonical 
texts, to possess "the three knowledges" means to be an 
Arahant (e.g. M I 21-23, 183-4, 278-9, 347-8, II 20-21, 226- 
7). In describing nuns as possessing "the three knowledges," 
the TherigMM is probably giving an indirect response to 
Brahmanism, where women were not allowed to attain "the 
three knowledges" {trayi vidyd), which meant knowledge of 
the three Vedas. The Buddha had explicitly opposed his in¬ 
terpretation of the familiar term "the three knowledges" to 
the brahmanical one: "Brahmins interpret 'the three knowl¬ 
edges' in their own way, but in the Discipline of the Noble 
Ones,' 'the three knowledges' have a different meaning" (M 
II144, A 1 163-6). Thus in attributing "the three knowledges" 
to nuns, the compilers of the canonical texts might well have 
meant to say: "Look, Buddhist women are indeed capable of 
attaining the true 'three knowledges'." 

So the Buddhist Order of nuns, which was established in 
the sixth century B.C., looks rather modern: women were 
able to work towards their own liberation by renouncing 
domesticity and family life. The birth of an organised com¬ 
munity of renunciate women in a society where a woman 
lived her whole life in a state of submission - in childhood to 
her parents, in marriage to her husband, and in widowhood 
to her sons - was one of the most important events in the 
history of religions. 

The organization of the Order of nuns was parallel to that 
of the monks: like the monks, they possessed a complete 
Code of Discipline {Pdtimokkha), their legal acts {vinaya-kam- 
ma, sahgha-kamma) were the same, and they also had two 
Ordinations, the Minor {pabbajjd) and the Major (upasam- 
padd). Ten years after her Major Ordination, a nun was also 
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called an "Elder" (Theri). Nuns organized their communal 
life independently, according to their own Code of Disci¬ 
pline, but with help and advice from monks. Monks had the 
right to advise nuns, not to control them. 

The Ahguttara Nikaya gives a long list of outstanding nuns: 
Khema Theri, for example, was foremost among those who 
possessed great wisdom, Uppalavanna Theri among those 
who had super-human powers, Patacara Theri among the 
experts in the Code of Discipline, Dhammadinna Theri 
among preachers of the Doctrine, and Nanda Theri among 
those skilled in meditation (A 1 25). As we saw earlier 
(pp. 133-4) several discourses from the Sutta-pitaka show that 
nuns took part in preaching (e.g. M 1 299-305, S IV 374, A V 
53-58). 

Historical chronicles and archaelogical evidence indicate 
that the Order of nuns existed until at least the tenth century 
A.D. in Sri Lanka, when it seems to have disappeared be¬ 
cause of social and political problems. In particular, when the 
country passed through periods of war and foreign invasion, 
the Order of nuns could not function successfully. There is 
some evidence that nuns may have existed in Burma for a 
little longer. Nowadays in Theravada Buddhist countries 
some women wear yellow or white robes and observe eight 
or ten Precepts, but without being ordained. According to 
the Vinaya, the Order of monks cannot confer either the 
Minor or the Major Ordinations on women. This can be done 
only by nuns in the presence of both Orders. Moreover, such 
an ordination should take place in the presence of a mini¬ 
mum of five Elder nuns. That quorum is no longer available, 
which means that the Order of nuns has disappeared, and 
such a legal act (sahgha-kamma) is no longer possible. 


Endnotes 

1. See Glossary under sotapanna, etc. 

2. [See pp.123-4 above.] 

3. See pp. 135-6 and note 3 above. 
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4. These are (1) the memory of former lives, (2) knowledge of the 
death and rebirth of others, and (3) knowledge of the destruc¬ 
tion of one's mental defilements (e.g. A I 163-166). In other 
canonical texts (e.g. S 1 146, A 1 105, Iti 98, Vin II87), the "three 
knowledges" refer to the capacity (1) to perform miracles, (2) to 
read the minds of others, and to (3) the knowledge of the 
destruction of one's mental defilements. 
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Lay people 


/ praise neither monks nor laypeople who behave badly. If they behave 
badly, neither lay people nor monks can lead right, just and virtuous 
lives. 

I praise both monks and laypeople who behave properly. If laypeople 
and monks behave properly, they can both lead right, just and vir¬ 
tuous lives. . . 

(M II 197; S.V 19; A I 69) 

Many scholars view Theravada Buddhism as an essentially 
monastic religion. There is some truth in this, but the matter 
is often misunderstood because the position of lay people in 
Buddhism has not been sufficiently studied. 

The Vinaya texts show that the Buddha converted lay 
people to his new' religious movement from the very begin¬ 
ning. The first people to accept him as their religious master 
were two merchants called Tapassu and BhaUika (Vin 1 3, A I 
25), who met the Buddha by chance on a business trip. This 
happened soon after the Enlightenment, a few weeks before 
the first discourse and the establishment of Buddhist mon- 
asticism. A few months later, the young monk Yasa's father 
and mother in turn accepted the Buddha as their religious 
master (Vin I 15-20). For these lay people, whose former 
religious allegiance we do not know, converting to Bud¬ 
dhism did not entail renouncing life in the world: they sim¬ 
ply became the followers of the Buddha and his teaching. 

Many people adopted Buddhism as their religion on the 
occasion of the Buddha's first visit to the town of Rajagaha, 
only a few months after his Enlightenment (Vin I 35-37). 
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During the next forty-five years, the Buddha met a multitude 
of people and converted very many of them. In order to join 
him, many of these people probably gave up their traditional 
religion, Brahmanism. Rich brahmins, such as Janussoni (DI 
235, M I 175) and Pokkarasati (D I 87) renounced their re¬ 
ligion to become the Buddha's followers. Other lay people 
came to Buddhism from Jainism. When one of them, a 
householder from Nalanda called Upali, came home after his 
conversion, he gave instructions to his servants: "From now 
on, the doors of my house are open for the Buddha and the 
members of his Community; they are closed for Jain monks" 
(M I 380); but the Buddha advised Upali to continue his 
material support of his former religious master, Nigantha 
Nataputta. The Sakyan called Vappa (A II 196) and general 
Siha from Vesali (A IV 179, Vin I 233) also renounced Jainism 
to become Buddhists. 

According to stories recounted in the Nikaya texts, two 
great kings, contemporaries of the Buddha, Seniya Bim- 
bisara from the Magadha country, and Pasenadi from the 
Kosala country, became followers of Buddhism. King Bim- 
bisara was converted a few months after the Enlightenment 
(Vin I 35), and king Pasenadi probably one or two years later. 
When he first met the Buddha, king Pasenadi complained 
that the Buddha was still too young, and could not possibly 
be the Enlightened One; to this the Buddha replied that 
there were four things which should not to be despised or 
disregarded simply because of their youth: a noble prince, a 
snake, fire and a monk. This dialogue between the king and 
the Buddha is called the Dahara-sutta (S I 68); it occurs in a 
section of the Samyutta-nikaya, called Kosala Samyuita, which 
is entirely devoted to the religious dialogues of king Pas¬ 
enadi with the Buddha. Several discourses addressed by the 
Buddha to king Bimbisara are also mentioned in the Nikaya 
texts. 

Lay people who adopted Buddhism as their religion, 
whether brahmins or kings, noblemen or peasants, paid alle¬ 
giance to the Master (Buddha), to his Teaching (Dhamma) and to 
his religious Community (Sangha)-, these made up a Buddhist 
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"trinity" called "the Threefold Refuge" (tisaram) or "the 
Threefold Jewel" (ratanattaya). When lay people wished to 
become Buddhist, they would declare: "I take refuge in the 
Buddha; I take refuge in the Teaching; I take refuge in the 
Community."^ Lay followers were called "devotees" (male or 
female, upasaka, upasika); by this formula of "taking refuge" 
{saratjdgarmna), they announced their admiration and support 
for the Buddha, his Teaching and his religious Community (A 
III 206, IV 220, S V 395). There was no baptism ceremony or 
any other such ritual to mark their conversion to the new 
religion. 

In everyday life, lay Buddhists have to observe the Five 
Precepts {Panca-Slla),'^ which are: 

1. To abstain from destroying life; 

2. To abstain from stealing; 

3. To abstain from illicit sexual relations; 

4. To abstain from telling lies; 

5. To abstain from liquor that causes intoxication and 
heedlessness. 

Some of the items in this list can in some respects be com¬ 
pared to the ten Commandments of Judeo-Christianity; but 
the Five Precepts do not claim a divine origin. Moreover, 
they are not commandments, but principles of education 
{sikkhdpadani), which lay followers freely accept to follow, 
when they make the following declarations: "I accept to ob¬ 
serve the precept to abstain from destroying life; I accept to 
observe the precept to abstain from stealing," and so on. 

The first of these five precepts represented a noteworthy 
departure from the religion which was dominant at the time 
of the Buddha. The attitude of non-violence, loving-kindness 
and compassion which it advocates conflicted with that of 
orthodox Brahmanism, which attributed great importance to 
animal sacrifice. The Buddha repeated this precept in various 
discourses (A I 146, II 203, IV 220, S II 68-80, IV 109), and 
explicitly advised king Pasenadi to abstain from performing 
violent sacrifices (S I 75). 

At first sight the Five Precepts appear to be purely nega- 
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tive; but they also have a positive aspect, as will be shown in 
the following examples; 

1. To abstain front destroying life: this precept does not sim¬ 
ply prohibit killing; it also advocates the protection and care 
of living beings. In following this precept, lay followers up¬ 
hold the right to live of all living beings. 

2. To abstain from stealing: here lay followers not only 
pledge not to steal or take what does not belong to them, but 
also agree to protect what belongs to others; they recognize 
their neighbors' right to private property. 

3. To abstain from illicit sexual relations: it is through this 
precept that Buddhism specifically condemns adultery, 
whether it involves husband or wife; here lay people also 
recognize the legitimacy of marriage, as well the necessity of 
faithfulness between husband and wife and the unsuitability 
of damaging, directly or indirectly, that faithfulness. 

4. To abstain from telling lies: lay followers undertake to 
avoid lying and more positively to speak only the truth and 
to be honest with others. 

5. To abstain from liquor that causes intoxication and heedless¬ 
ness: this precept is directly related to the doctrine of Mind¬ 
fulness, to which Buddhism attaches great value. According 
to it, many offenses might be committed in a state of inatten¬ 
tion induced by intoxicants such as alcohol: these can disturb 
the mind's capacity for concentration. More positively, the 
precept exhorts lay followers to remain mindful in word and 
deed. 

Considered in their positive aspects, the Five Precepts em¬ 
bodied important social values: the canonical texts regard 
their observance as the basis of stability, harmony and lack of 
crime in society (D II 58-77). Lay followers who abided by 
the Five Precepts are compared to jewels and to lotus flowers 
(A III 206). 


Advice on How to Lead a Happy Lay Life 

Not everyone in the world would or could become a monk or 
a nun. The Buddha realized a few weeks after his Enlighten- 
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merit that most people want to enjoy sensual pleasures (cf. 
Vin I 4-5). So the "new religion" had to give them advice on 
how to lead just and contented family lives. Lay people on 
their side were ready to receive such advice; one day, for 
example, a householder called Dighajanu visited the Buddha 
and asked him: "Blessed one, we are ordinary lay people, 
and we lead the life of householders, with wife and children. 
Can the Blessed One teach us how to find happiness in this 
and in future lives? (A IV 281)" 

In the canon, a number of discourses addressed to lay 
people insist on social justice and harmony. The SigMovMa- 
sutta (D III 180) gives advice on how to preserve friendliness 
and harmony between members of society. The Parabhava- 
sutta (Sn 91-115) explains how someone might become poor 
and unhappy, and how to avoid doing so. The Vasala-sutta 
(Sn 116-142) shows how to become respectable and of good 
standing through proper behavior. Buddhism was absolute 
and unequivocal in its disregard for the privileges or disad¬ 
vantages related to birth, profession or social status such as 
caste. It resolutely ignored all arbitrary prohibitions and reg¬ 
ulations, whether ritual or social. ^ 

There is even room for financial advice in these discourses: 
how to earn, spend and save money (Vyaggapajja-sutta, A IV 
281; SigalovMa-sutta, D III 180), and how economically disad¬ 
vantageous it is to indulge in vices such as alcoholism or 
betting games (A III 252, D III 236, Ud p. 86-87). Many dis¬ 
courses on financial success were delivered to Anathapindika 
(A 1 261, II45-48, 64-66, III 204, 206). People were not forbid¬ 
den to become rich, provided they employed honest means. 
Lay people were advised to abstain from five kinds of com¬ 
merce: slaves, weapons, meat, alcohol and poisons (A III 208). 
A number of discourses take the view that wealth can 
positively contribute to the success of lay life. The Cakkavatti- 
Sihanada-sutta argues that poverty, on the other hand, gener¬ 
ates immorality and crimes such as theft and murder (D III 67). 
Therefore, according to this discourse, the first duty of a king 
is to be generous and charitable. He must not be greedy and 
attached to wealth and property; rather, he must use them for 
the benefit and happiness of his people. 
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Regarding family life, the Sigalovada-sutta teaches ways of 
preserving friendship and harmony between husband and 
wife, and between parents and children (D III 180). A man's 
duties towards his parents, his wife and his children are 
specified in the Mahd-Mahgala sutta (Sn 257-268); and an¬ 
other discourse addressed to Anathapindika's daughter-in- 
law describes how a wife must behave toward her husband 
(A IV 91). The Nakula-sutta gives a list of eight essential 
qualities which the ideal wife must possess (A III 295). The 
Sigalovada-sutta insists that husbands should never be un¬ 
faithful; they must respect and trust their wife and avoid 
making her unhappy. One day the elderly householder 
Nakula Pita told the Buddha: 

Blessed one, when my wife was brought to my house, she 
was a mere girl, and I was only a boy. I cannot recall having 
been unfaithful to her, not even in thought. Blessed one, we 
both want to live together in this way, in this life and in our 
future lives. 

(A II 61) 

His wife Nakula Mata expressed the same feelings about her 
husband. One day the Buddha visited them when they were 
both sick, and Nakula Pita spoke of his wife. The Buddha 
said to him: "You are lucky, householder, to have a wife like 
Nakula Mata, who is full of compassion, who desires your 
happiness and who gives you good advice" (A III 298). Al¬ 
though this story celebrates the value of married love, the 
monks found room for it in their canon: they probably 
thought that it would provide a good model of marital har¬ 
mony and happiness for lay people. The Buddha compared 
the good householder, who does his best to secure a just and 
happy life for his wife and children, to the great blossoming 
sdla tree {Shorea robusta: A 1 151, III 43). It is important to note 
here that at the time of the Buddha, people in different social 
groups had various customs regarding marriage; Buddhism 
chose monogamy for its lay followers (cf. S 1 37, Sn 290, Ja VI 
286-287), provided arguments in its favor. The Ahgut- 
tura-nikaya (II 57-58) develops the following comparison: 
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marriage between a virtuous man and a virtuous woman can 
be compared to the marriage of a god and a goddess. On the 
other hand, marriage between a virtuous man and an im¬ 
moral woman is like that of a god with a corpse, between an 
immoral man and a virtuous woman like that of a corpse 
with a goddess, and between two immoral spouses like that 
of two corpses. 


Lay Life and Renunciation 

In the eyes of society at that time, one became truly a 
"layman" by becoming a householder: that is, by getting 
married and setting up a home. But the point of marriage 
was to have children. With the arrival of a family, a layman 
needed a certain level of affluence in order to support wife 
and children and make them happy. Once committed to this 
kind of life, he would not in general want to renounce his 
home; on the contrary, he would tend to remain strongly 
attached to it. 

However, Buddhism did not want its lay followers to be 
immoderate in their enjoyment of sensual pleasures, and to 
forget completely the value of renunciation; lay people were 
advised to avoid an excess of luxury. To obey the Five Pre¬ 
cepts, lay Buddhists had to renounce a number of vices and 
the pleasures they afford, such as illicit sexual relations 
(Third Precept), hunting animals (First Precept), and so 
forth. They were encouraged to take advantage of the oppor¬ 
tunities which were offered to them to practice renunciation 
in a limited way. On the days of the full and of the new 
moon, for example, they were to obey the Eight Precepts 
(Uposatha-sUa) instead of the Five."* (When taken in this way 
as part of Eight Precepts, the third prescribed complete absti¬ 
nence from sex, and not merely abstinence from illicit sexual 
relations.) Taking the Eight Precepts constituted a provision¬ 
al and partial form of renunciation (cf. A I 205-207, IV 248, 
258, Sn 400, 401). Some particularly devout lay followers 
observed ten Precepts^ permanently while continuing to live 
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at home: a layperson taking the ten Precepts renounced, like 
monks and nuns, all sexual relations and all dealings with 
money. The Nikaya texts call those who took the Ten Precepts 
"lay householders dressed in white and leading a life of 
chastity at home" (D 1 211, III 117,124, 210; M 1 491, III 261; A 
I 74, III 295). They are contrasted with those "lay house¬ 
holders dressed in white and enjoying sensual pleasures at 
home". Like the Christian virgins and widows in the first 
centuries who remained at home and abstained from all sex¬ 
ual relations, these Buddhist laymen put into practice mon¬ 
astic principles of renunciation while living at home. We are 
not told why they did not enter the monkhood. They may 
have been unable to renounce family life completely for all 
kinds of reasons, such as having to take care of elderly par¬ 
ents, or other pressing difficulties. 

Some lay followers went further and gave up family life 
altogether in order better to follow the precepts. A house¬ 
holder named Ugga from Hattigamaka gave away his wife 
and his three maidservants to a respectable man, after he 
had formally obtained their consent (A IV 214). Strangely 
enough, however, once he found himself alone, he did not 
enter the monastic Community, but remained at home to 
continue with his religious practice. Perhaps he wanted to 
live alone at home, on a minimum income and with mini¬ 
mum spendings, free from family worries; or perhaps he 
wanted to travel far and wide between towns and villages, 
spreading the Doctrine as a lay preacher, since he was not an 
ordinary Buddhist, but a scholar well versed in the Buddha's 
teachings (A I 26, S IV 109). One day someone asked Ugga 
what he did when a monk came to visit him. He answered 
simply: "I ask him to preach the Doctrine. If he preaches, I 
listen to him. If he does not preach, I preach to him" (A IV 
211). 

Other householders, such as Citta, from the town of Mac- 
cikasanda where he held the office of treasurer (Vin II 15), 
and Upali from Nalanda (M I 371) are also described as lay 
people with substantial knowledge of the Buddha's Teach¬ 
ing. Citta's knowledge of the Doctrine was not limited to 
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theory; it included practice as well (S IV 298). The Nikaya 
texts regard him as the ideal lay disciple (A I 88, II 164, III 
451). His conversations with monks are recorded in the Citta- 
samyutta (S IV 282 ff); he sometimes held debates with Jain 
monks and tried to convert them. 

Many lay followers, both men and women, reached the 
highest stages of inner progress: such as that of Sotdpanna, 
"entering the current" (the first stage towards nibbdna), Saka- 
ddgdmi, "once-returner" (the second stage: one who will be 
reborn as a human being only once more), and Andgdmi, 
"non-retumer" (the third stage: no further human rebirth) 
(A III 347, M I 490). Anathapindika reached the stage of 
Sotdpanna, as did Visakha while still a young girl; she later 
reached the state of Sakaddgdmi (Dhp-a I 4o6ff.). The house¬ 
holder Citta reached the state of Andgdmi and attained the 
fourth meditative state (S IV 298). The Majjhima-nikdya (I 290) 
tells us that "the number of lay people, both men and wom¬ 
en, who reached the highest stages of inner progress, was 
not only one, two, or one hundred or five hundred, but 
much more than that, at Rajagaha." 

Some of them - although only a small number according 
to the canonical texts - reached the state of Arahant. Sud- 
dhodana, the Buddha's elderly father, reached it while listen¬ 
ing to a discourse preached by his son. Yasa, the wealthy 
young man (Vin 1 15-20), and Khema, king Bimbisara's wife 
(Thi-a 126), reached it before entering the monastic life. The 
question is: what was to become of such a lay Arahant? 
Should he or she continue to live at home? Postcanonical 
texts say that lay people who became Arahants were faced 
with a decision: either they joined the monastic Community, 
or they attained final nibbdna (that is, died) a few days later 
(Mil 264ff.). Did they not necessarily become renouncers in 
the very moment they became Arahants? If so, they had no 
reason to stay at home. Thus the Buddha's father, Sud- 
dhodana, attained final nibbdna soon after becoming an Ara¬ 
hant. Yasa and Khema, on the other hand, joined the mon¬ 
astic Community. Although rare, such examples show that, 
according to Theravada Buddhism, laypeople could become 
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Arahants. Thus originally the Pali expression savaka sahgha, 
"the community of disciples" (literally "hearers") was em¬ 
ployed in canonical texts to designate all those disciples, lay 
or monastic, who had reached one of the four stages on the 
Path of Liberation. 


Lay Life Compared to Monastic Life 

Is it easy or difficult to reach the goal set by Buddhism while 
leading the life of a lay person? In theory, Theravada Bud¬ 
dhism asserts that lay people can attain the highest degrees 
of inner progress. In practice, it makes no secret of the diffi¬ 
culties that anyone in the midst of everyday worries would 
encounter on the path of inner progress. These difficulties do 
not make it impossible; they do however present a major 
obstacle. According to the Pali texts, the Buddha had mon¬ 
astic life in mind when he praised inner progress. Everybody 
knows that an examination is easier to pass for a full-time 
living-in student than for a part-time external one! 

The Kapila-sutta (Sn 274) considered the monastic life to be 
truly superior. In another passage from the Sutta-nipata (221), 
monks are compared to swans flying high in the sky, while 
laypeople are compared to brightly-colored, proud peacocks, 
who are obviously unable to fly as freely as swans. The Bud¬ 
dha said in the Ahguttura-nikdya (I 80): 

Monks, there are two kinds of happiness. Which are they? 

The happiness of domestic life and that of monastic life. Of 

the two, the happiness of monastic life is superior. 

In the Ariyapariyesana-sutta (M I 162), the Buddha dis¬ 
tinguishes two kinds of quest: the noble quest {ariyd par- 
iyesand) and the common quest. Someone who sought the 
incomparable and eternal inner peace of nibbdna is engaged 
in the noble quest, whereas someone who sought a wife, a 
son, familial and domestic things, was engaged in the com¬ 
mon quest. The Pabbajjd-sutta (Sn 405) gives the following 
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reason for the bodhisatta's renunciation: "Life in the home is 
an obstacle, it is the way of passions; life outside is the life of 
freedom." Other passages from the Canon enlarged on this 
idea (e.g. M II 54, S II 219, D I 63). When Yasa came to the 
Buddha, disparaging domestic life as a "distress" and a "ca¬ 
lamity," the Buddha described monastic life to him thus: 
"Yasa, here is the absence of distress, the absence of calami¬ 
ty" (Vin 1 15). Many stories emphasize the superiority of the 
monastic life preached by the Buddha. 

On the one hand, the Buddha gave advice to lay people on 
how to obtain success and happiness. On the other hand, he 
did not grant the highest value to family life, but insisted on 
the superiority of monastic life. Is there not a contradiction 
here? The answer lies in the Buddha's teaching method. In 
the Pahardda-sutta (A IV 197, Ud p.53, Vin II237), the Buddha 
compares his Doctrine to the ocean in order to illustrate how 
his teaching gradually gains depth. Those who wished could 
venture out into the ocean, and dive into it in search of 
precious stones and pearls, but those who preferred could 
stay near the beach, swimming and looking for shells. In the 
same way, the Doctrine was not reserved exclusively for 
those who were intent on reaching the highest stages of 
inner progress. It is also meant for ordinary people, who 
tried to put into practice the Buddha's advice on how to gain 
happiness in their daily life. The Buddha declared on several 
occasions (cf. M I 379, III 1, A III 215-218): "Monks, in this 
Doctrine and in this Discipline, there is gradual instruction, 
gradual training, gradual action, gradual teaching and grad¬ 
ual method." 

His way of conversing with visitors illustrates this gradual 
approach. He would start the conversation with friendly 
talk; then he would recall the benefits which accrue to those 
who practice alms-giving, to those who practice moral val¬ 
ues, and the rewards which they will reap in heaven. If his 
visitor seemed interested, the Master would then speak of 
the misery, vanity and defilement bom of sensual pleasures, 
and contrast them with the happiness brought about by re¬ 
nouncing such pleasures. The canonical texts refer to this 
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way of conversing as the gradual teaching of the Buddha 
(cf.D I no, II 41; M I 379; A IV 207; Vin I 15). 

After a discussion of this kind, a young man from a dis¬ 
tinguished family called Ratthapala expressed himself in the 
following words: 

If I understand rightly what the Blessed One said, it is not 
easy for someone who stays in his home to lead the religious 
life in its fullness, in its absolute purity, polished as a conch- 
shell. 

(M II 54)5 

Here Buddhism did not completely condemn lay life; it only 
asserted that it was more difficult for ordinary lay people to 
follow the path of inner progress. In this sense, canonical 
texts do not contradict themselves on the subject. They con¬ 
stantly emphasize the superiority of monastic life and under¬ 
line the misery, vanity, defilement and precariousness of sen¬ 
sual pleasures, in opposition to the happiness brought about 
by renouncing these pleasures. If, however, people wished 
to remain in family life, canonical texts gave them advice on 
how to live happy and honestly with their feUows. 

The responsibilities and preoccupations of lay life were 
thought to make it more difficult for people to grasp the 
fundamental ideas of the Doctrine. When Anathapindika, the 
Buddha's greatest devotee, was on his deathbed, the venera¬ 
ble Sariputta Thera, accompanied by the venerable Ananda 
Thera, came and preached to him. He spoke on deep and 
metaphysical subjects; Anathapindika wept, saying that he 
had never heard such a discourse, despite the fact that he had 
been a supporter of the Buddha and his monks for many 
years. Sariputta then told him that laity did not understand 
such discourses, that only members of the monastic Order 
could understand them; however, Anathapindika begged 
Sariputta to expound such intricate sermons to laity as well, 
for there would be some who would understand (M III 264, S 
V 380-389). The Sigdlovdda-sutta (D III 180) mentions as one of 
the monks' six duties towards lay people that they should 
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show them “the way to heaven." The way to deliverance, the 
way to nibbdna, on the other hand, was thought to be more 
difficult to grasp, even at the time of the Buddha. Both texts 
illustrate the Buddhist position with respect to lay religion; 
two levels were distinguished: laypeople strove for merit, 
monks and nuns strove for inner progress towards non-at¬ 
tachment. This is why an anthropological approach to Bud¬ 
dhist religion can distinguish "two Buddhisms" in Theravada; 
nibbanic Buddhism, which demands absolute renunciation and 
encourages its followers to attain the state of Arahant as soon 
as possible, and kammatic Buddhism, which concerns mer¬ 
itorious acts and abstaining from demeritorious ones.^ (For 
these "two kinds" of Buddhism, see the Mahdcattdrisaka Sutta). 

It was obviously in the hope of gaining good results that 
lay people performed meritorious acts: notably, they hoped 
for good rebirth in the cycle of samsdra. Of course, lay people 
could also hope to reach the state of Arahant, but without 
seeking to attain it as soon as possible: they accepted the fact 
that leading a family life made it difficult for them to commit 
themselves with any depth to renunciation and inner prog¬ 
ress. They put deliverance from samsdra in second place, and 
took good rebirth as their immediate goal. They preferred a 
rebirth rich in sensual pleasures; for ordinary lay people, this 
was an easier goal to contemplate than nibbdna. This does not 
mean, however, that lay followers completely rejected nib¬ 
bdna; on the contrary, they hoped one day to have the oppor¬ 
tunity to attain it more easily, but after having tasted the 
pleasures of heaven. While accepting nibbdna as the final goal 
of Buddhism, they did not regard it as their immediate objec¬ 
tive, whereas for monks and nuns (unless they wanted to 
become bodhisattas, and thus eventually Buddhas them¬ 
selves) nibbdna constituted both the immediate and the final 
goal. 

In the canonical texts dealing with inner progress, no ad¬ 
vice is found concerning meritorious acts, rewards in heaven 
and happy rebirths. On the other hand, many discourses 
addressed to laity insist on meritorious acts. The Nikaya texts 
include several lists showing the everyday expectations of 
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lay people who performed meritorious acts; wealth, good 
reputation, a long life, happy rebirth (A III 45); a long life, 
beauty, happiness, physical strength (S V 387); beauty, hap¬ 
piness, good reputation, happy rebirth (A III 47). Various 
well-known discourses give the following advice: 

Householder, there are five benefits that accrue to a man who 
performs meritorious acts and practices morality: the first 
benefit is that he acquires his wealth by honest means; the 
second that he acquires a good reputation; the third that he 
can appear without hesitation before any gathering, whether 
of noblemen or brahmins, of householders or monks; the 
fourth that he will die without anxiety; the fifth, finally, that 
he will have a good rebirth in heaven. These are, house¬ 
holder, the five benefits earned by the man who performs 
meritorious acts. 

(D 11 85-86, 111 235-236; A 111 252; Ud 86; Vin 1 227) 

These discourses illustrate many aspects of lay religion: the 
objectives they list are the same as those which people 
wished to attain through the performance of domestic or 
royal sacrifices, as was prescribed by orthodox Brahmanism. 
In a Buddhist society, however, brahmanical sacrifices were 
replaced by the notion of kamma, and lay followers turned 
their attention to gaining merit and abstaining from mis¬ 
deeds which only brought unhappiness. 

There is another noteworthy aspect of this form of Bud¬ 
dhism: for lay followers encouraged to earn merit, the Bud¬ 
dha's Community of disciples appeared as "the incompara¬ 
ble field of merit" (e.g. D III 5; M I 446, III 80; A I 244, II 34, 
and in very many other places). Ordinary lay followers were 
to sow their meritorious acts in this field in order to gain the 
best "harvests": the reward of their meritorious acts. This is 
how Buddhism became "kammatic Buddhism" for ordinary 
lay followers. Wealthy Buddhists such as Anathapindika, 
Mendaka, Visakha, and others made donations to the Com¬ 
munity, and other lay followers imitated them. Instead of 
spending their money on sacrifices, now they spent in on 
gaining merit, notably by making donations to monks and 
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nuns. The enthusiasm of lay followers for gaining merit was 
closely related to their willingness to support the Buddha's 
Community of disciples. 


The Place of Lay People in Buddhism 

It is true that canonical texts most often give pride of place to 
members of the monastic Community. The Pali Vinaya-pitaka 
is exclusively devoted to monastic discipline. At the start of 
many discourses from the Sutta-pitaka, the Buddha addressed 
monks, and most of his advice concerned detachment, renun¬ 
ciation, and similar subjects. At first sight, the Pali texts do not 
accord much importance to lay people, and this explains why 
some authors have characterized Theravada Buddhism as a 
monastic religion, and Mahayana Buddhism as more con¬ 
cerned with lay people. The Mahayana ideal, the bodhisattva 
(Pali bodhisatta), is not essentially a monastic figure, but on the 
contrary, very often a lay person. Although Theravadins ac¬ 
cept with enthusiasm the bodhisatta ideal, they attach equal 
value to the ideal of Arahant, which is a monastic ideal. Both 
Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism agree that the historical 
Buddha was not a layman, but a monk. Renunciation is an 
essential value for Mahayana Buddhism too. 

In Theravada Buddhism, members of the monastic Com¬ 
munity have enjoyed a higher status than lay followers. On 
close inspection, however, it does not appear that lay people 
were neglected, or that Theravada Buddhism is a religion 
restricted to monks and nuns. It is obvious in the Canon that 
Buddhism was not a philosophy or a cult isolated and sepa¬ 
rated from lay society. On the contrary, it evolved with lay 
people, in their midst, with their collaboration, and as much 
for their benefit as for that of monks and nuns. Although 
laity are not given first place in the Pali Vinaya, they are never 
absent from it, and always appear alongside members of the 
monastic Community. They constantly intervened in the af¬ 
fairs of the Community, as its protectors, critics and donors. 
In Theravada Buddhism, without lay followers the monastic 
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Community could not exist. Monks were not, it is true, al¬ 
lowed to let them take part in regulatory acts of the Commu¬ 
nity (Vin 1 115), but if they could not participate in the Com¬ 
munity's gatherings, and if they were not prescribed very 
strict precepts, it was not because they were considered un¬ 
worthy. Monks and nuns were treated as monks and nuns, 
and lay people were treated as lay people, each given a place 
according to their choice, their abilities, their possibilities, 
their wishes. The choice was open: one could either become 
a monk or a nun in order to practice the highest principles, 
or remain a lay follower obeying simpler precepts and prin¬ 
ciples. In this new religion without priests, lay followers 
enjoyed a greater liberty. Monks and nuns had no authority 
to control lay people or to excommunicate them. 

According to the Mahdparinibbdna-sutta (D II 160), the ar¬ 
rangements for the Buddha's funeral were entrusted only to 
lay followers, in accordance with the Buddha's expressed 
wish before his death: it is important that he should have 
wanted his lay disciples, not his religious disciples, to deal 
with his funeral. After the funeral, lay followers are said to 
have shared his relics between themselves (D II 165); no 
monk or nun, Arahant or non-Arahant, was to distribute or 
request any relics of the departed Master. This story by itself 
allows us to assess the difference which existed in Theravada 
Buddhist thought between lay and monastic religion. 


Endnotes 

1. The first two converts, Tapassu and Bhallika, were only able to 
take two refuges, the Buddha and his Teaching, since the mon¬ 
astic Community had not yet come into existence (Vin 1 4). The 
first person to take the Three Refuges was Yasa's father (Vin I 
18). 

2. [See Appendix 3.] 

3. See G.P.Malalasekara, Buddhism and the Racial Question, Un- 
esco, 1968. 

4. [See Appendix 3.] 
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5. For several centuries now lay people from Theravada countries 
such as Thailand and Burma have followed the custom of join¬ 
ing the monastic Community temporarily: for a short period of 
a few days, a few weeks or a few months. Undergoing even 
such a short period of monastic training is thought to facilitate 
inner progress in a future life. Besides, Buddhists hold the 
view that maturity is fully attained only after some time has 
been spent in a monastery, under the guidance of monks. This 
custom has come to have a particular social significance: par¬ 
ents wishing to marry their daughter take notice of it and often 
distrust a young man who has not spent some time in a monas¬ 
tery: in their eyes, he has not reached maturity. The practice 
has become widespread nationally: even the Thai king, for 
example, entered the monastic Community for a period of 
three months in 1956. 

6. [These terms were introduced by M.E.Spiro (70) See bibliogra¬ 
phy in the Introduction.] 
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The precepts (sikkhapadani) 


Buddhist novices and postulants have undertaken to ob¬ 
serve between five and ten of the following list of Precepts. 
Each is preceded by the words "I undertake to observe the 
precept to abstain from": 

1. killing 

2. stealing ("taking what is not given") 

3. sexual relations 

4. telling lies 

5. drinking liquor that causes intoxication and heedless¬ 
ness 

6. eating after noon 

7. {7. dancing, singing, music and unseemly shows 

{8. using garlands, perfumes and unguents; and things 
which tend to beautify and adorn the person 

8. / 9. using high and luxurious seats and beds 

10. handling money. 

In the past, postulant nuns undertook to observe i-6 for 
two years (see p.135 n. 3 ); in the past female novices, and 
both then and nowadays male novices and some lay people, 
have taken 1-10 (here the eighth in the Uposatha day list is 
divided into two). Lay people on Uposatha days can take 1-8 
(all except 10; see pp. 170-1); all lay Buddhists take 1, 2, 4 and 
5; their third precept is to abstain from illicit or improper 
sexual relations, rather than complete abstinence. 
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acariya - teacher 

addhayoga - a round residence, one of the five allowed to 
monks 

adhikarana samatha - procedural rules 

amisa dana - material gifts (from laity to monks or nuns) 

andgami - see sotdpanm 

anattd - without self 

anicca - impermanent 

aniyata - offence whose classification is not determined (cf. 
p.141) 

antaravdsaka - one of the three robes, worn as underclothing 

antardyikd dhammd - obstructions 

dpatti - fault, offense 

arhat, arahant - see sotdpanna 

ayyd - “noble lady," form of address for nuns 

bhdvand - meditation, spiritual development 

bhikkhu - monk 

bhikkhunl - nun 

bodhisatta - future Buddha 
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brahmacariya - “the holy life," celibacy 

brahmadanda - a form of punishment, in which other monks 
and nuns refuse to speak to an offender against the rules 

cattaro parisd - four-fold assembly (monks, nuns, laymen and 
women) 

cdtuddisa sahgha - "the Community of the Four Quarters" 
(referring to the Sahgha as a whole, without reference to 
particular persons) 

citta-viveka - mental detachment 

dukkha - unsatisfactory, suffering 

dhamma - the Buddha's Teaching, the Truth 

dhamma ddna - "gift of the Truth" (preaching or teaching by 
monks and nuns) 

dhutahga - ascetic practice 

eka-vihdri - one who lives alone (physically or psychologi¬ 
cally) 

gahapati-cwara - robes given by householders 
gam - group (of ascetics) 
gandcariya - teacher/leader of a gam 

hammiya - a monastic residence with more than one story 

jdtaruparajata - gold and silver, money 

jhdm - (stage of) meditation 

kahdpam - a coin, an amount of money 

kandupatichddi - piece of cloth allowed for use with skin 
diseases 

kappiya-kdraka - "one who makes suitable": a lay-servant of a 
monastery, who accepts gifts which monks cannot accept 
directly on their behalf 
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kathina-cwara - robes given by laity at the end of the Rainy 
Season Retreat 

kathina-vattha - material used for kathim-civara 

kasaya-vatthani - yellow robes 

kaya-bandhana - a strip of cloth used as a belt 

kaya-viveka - bodily detachment, physical solitude 

mdnatta- a temporary probation 

mdsaka - a coin, an amount of money 

mugavatta - “vow of dumbness," taken by non-Buddhist 
ascetics 

muni - sage 

nibbana - freedom from rebirth, salvation 

nissaggiya pdcittiya - offence requiring confession and for¬ 
feiture of what has been improperly obtained 

nissaya - dependence (see p.147) 

pabbajjd - "Going Forth," the Minor Ordinahon (cf. upasampa- 
dd) 

pabbajjantya kamma - legal act of expulsion from a monastic 
dwelling 

pdcittiya - offence requiring confession 
pdda - a coin, an amount of money 

pakdsaniya kamma - legal act imposed on Devadatta (see p.156 
n.6) 

pamsukula-ctvara - rag-robes 
pdpa-, punna-kamma - (de)meritorious action 
pdrdjika - offense entailing defeat 
paribbdjaka - wandering religious mendicant 
parivdsa - (period of) probation 
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pasada - long residence, one of the five allowed to monks 
pdtidesaniya - lesser offence requiring confession 
pdtimokkha - the Disciplinary Code 

patisdraniya kamma - legal act of reconciliation, where a monk 
or nun asks forgiveness for a fault 

pavdrand - ceremony of confession of faults (between 
monks), held at the end of the Rainy Season Retreat 

pitaka - Basket (of Scripture) 

puthujjana - "ordinary person," who has not reached sotdpan- 
m status 

r§i - seer 

saddhivihdrika - "one who lives with," a pupil living with a 
preceptor 

saddutiya vihari - "one who lives with a second" (physically 
or psychologically) 

sakaddgdmi - see sotdpanm 

samakaccikd - under-vest worn by nuns 

sdmanera/sdmaneri - male/female novice 

sammuti-vajjd - conventional offences (i.e. infractions of the 
monastic Rule, not necessarily against universal moral 
rules) 

samsdra - rebirth 

sahgha - the monastic Community 

sahgha-bheda - schism in a Community 

sahghddisesa - offence which must be judged by a formal 
meeting of the Community 

sahgha-kamma (= vimya-kamma) - legal act of the Commu¬ 
nity 

sahghdti - outer robe 
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sahgtti - communal recitation. Council 

saramgamam - going for refuge (to the Buddha, Dhamma 
and Sahgha) 

savaka-sahgha - community of disciples (monastic or lay) who 
had reached one of the four stages on the Path (cf. sotapan- 
na, etc.) 

sekhiya - training precepts, precepts of good behaviour 
sikkhamand - female postulant 
sikkhdpaddni - Precepts 

sotdpanna - "one who has entered the Stream", the first of 
the four stages of the Path (the others are: sakaddgdmi, 
"once-returner, andgdmi, "non-retumer," and arhat, liber¬ 
ated "Saint"; cf. pp.i6o, 172) 

tdpasa - ascetic 

tathdgata - a title for the Buddha 

tevijjd - three-fold knowledge (see p.163 n.4) 

thera, theri - monk/nun of ten years' standing 

theyyasamvdsaka - a "usurper," one who wears the robe with¬ 
out valid ordination 

ubhato-sahgha - two-fold Community (of monks and nuns) 

udaka-sdtikd - bathing-robe allowed to nuns 

ukkhepaniya kamma - legal act imposing punishments on an 
offender 

upadhi-viveka - "detachment from substrates" (synonym for 
nibbdna) 

updsaka, updsikd - male/female lay follower 
upasampadd - Major Ordination 

uposatha - monastic ceremony taking place every half¬ 
month, at which the Pdtimokkha is recited 
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Glossary 


uposathagara - hall where the PMimokkha is recited 

upajjhaya - preceptor 

uttara-sanga - inner robe 

vassa - Rainy Season (Retreat) 

vihdra - monastery, monastic dwelling 

vihara-cwara - robes left by laity in monasteries for future use 

vinaya - Discipline 
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